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The Learning Generation

The Education Commission is a global initiative dedicated 
to greater progress on Sustainable Development Goal 4 – 
ensuring inclusive and quality education and promoting 
lifelong learning for all. The Commission is helping to 
create a pathway for reform and increased investment 
in education by mobilizing strong evidence and analysis 
while engaging with world leaders, policymakers, and 
researchers.

Drawing upon new research and analysis from more 
than 300 partners in 105 countries, the Education 
Commission’s groundbreaking 2016 report – The 
Learning Generation: Investing in education for a changing 
world – put forward an action plan to deliver and finance 
an expansion of educational opportunity for the more 
than 260 million children and youth who are not in 
school today. The Learning Generation report made 12 
key recommendations to improve performance, harness 
innovation, improve inclusion, and mobilize more and 
better finance.

One of these recommendations was to strengthen and 
diversify the workforce. Thanks to the generous support 
of the United Kingdom’s Department for International 
Development, the Commission’s Education Workforce 
Initiative has worked with several Commissioners and 
many partners to produce Transforming the Education 
Workforce: Learning Teams for a Learning Generation – 
a report that offers visions for the urgent action needed 
to strengthen, diversify, and reimagine an education 
workforce to deliver quality education for all.

http://report.educationcommission.org/report/
http://report.educationcommission.org/report/
http://report.educationcommission.org/report/


3

   
Transforming the  
Education Workforce: 
Learning Teams for  
a Learning Generation

Foreword

We live in an age of unprecedented change and disruption. In some places, 
cars drive themselves, drones deliver packages, and refrigerators tell you when 
it’s time to buy milk – but over 800 million children and youth around the world 
are not on track to learn the skills needed to thrive now and in the future.
 
With millions of precious young minds at stake, the harsh reality of the global 
learning crisis stands in stark opposition to the “progress” promised by the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution. We are running out of time to respond to one 
of the world’s most fundamental needs: ensuring inclusive, equitable, quality 
education for ALL our children.
 
We are just over 10 years away from the 2030 deadline to meet this goal, as 
outlined by the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 4. How can we 
get there?
 
Teachers are at the heart of the learning process and teacher quality is the 
single most important influence on learning outcomes at the school level. But 
in many countries, teachers are in desperately short supply.

And it is increasingly evident that teachers cannot work alone.
 
As the African proverb says, “It takes a village to raise a child.” When this 
ethos of collaboration and care is applied to the learning process, we believe it 
takes a team to educate a child. Teachers need leadership and support to be 
effective at what they do best and to help reach those with the greatest needs. 
To build this support team, we must tap the potential of the broader education 
workforce – school and district leaders, specialists, learning assistants, 
community experts, entrepreneurs, health and welfare professionals, parents, 
volunteers, and many others – to create a responsive, evolving system that 
keeps pace with today’s changing world and equips young people with the new 
skills, knowledge, values, and competences they need to succeed.
 
The Education Commission’s 2016 Learning Generation report called for 
the strengthening and diversification of the education workforce, as well as 
the establishment of an international expert group to take a fresh look at 
redesigning the workforce. Thanks to the support of the UK’s Department for 
International Development, the Commission’s Education Workforce Initiative 
(EWI) convened a high-level team of researchers, teachers, and policymakers 
that spent more than a year digging out data, debating, and developing new 
approaches to the challenges of workforce reform. This report is the result. 
(It takes a team to produce a report, too.)
 
We are grateful to our country partners for their openness in collaborating with 
EWI to co-create and test concrete proposals for education workforce reform 
in Ghana; teacher deployment for equity in Sierra Leone; and adaptive high-
touch, high-tech learning to support the STEM workforce in Vietnam.
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Unsurprisingly, no “one-size-fits-all” model for education workforce design 
exists given the diverse social and political contexts of each country. But 
given the workforce is an education system’s biggest investment, countries 
should make it a smart one. Robust learning systems are powerful levers 
of change, and members of the workforce should be strengthened and 
empowered to be change agents themselves.
 
While more research and evidence is needed to evaluate the impact of 
newer approaches, we do know that many workforce models in use today 
are outdated, inefficient, and unable to respond quickly enough to the rapidly 
changing world around us.
 
The unmet promise to the world’s children for universal quality education 
demands a transformative response. We believe the evidence, innovations, 
and vision of building collaborative learning teams for a learning generation 
shared here are a good start.

The Education Workforce Initiative Leadership Team

Ju-Ho Lee, Chair

Susan Hopgood, Vice-chair  Theo Sowa, Vice-chair
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The challenge
 The world is not on track to achieve Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 
4). There are still more than 260 million children out of school and more than 
600 million in school who are not learning the basics or the skills, knowledge, 
and values required to thrive now and in the future.

 Teacher quality is the most important determinant of learning outcomes at 
the school level, but in many countries teachers are in short supply, isolated, 
and not supported to provide effective teaching and learning.

The opportunity 
 To meet SDG 4, teachers are critical but they cannot work alone. It takes a 
team to educate a child – teachers need leadership and support to be effec-
tive and to help learners with the greatest needs. 
 Achieving inclusive and quality education for all requires urgent action to har-
ness the broader education workforce. The workforce is an education sys-
tem’s biggest investment and one of its greatest levers for change.

 The education workforce must evolve to keep pace with the rapidly changing 
world and embrace the new opportunities these changes bring.

 
 Three visions for change

We can address urgent education challenges and leverage opportunities for 
change by embracing three interacting visions.

Vision 1: Strengthening existing systems
 Professionalize teachers and other key roles with appropriate recruitment, 
training, professional development, career paths, and working conditions to 
enable them to be effective.

 Improve workforce planning, deployment, and management, which means 
robust data must be available and utilized.

 
 Vision 2: Developing learning teams
 Develop collaborative teams focused on improving education outcomes in 
the classroom, within schools, and at all levels in the system to result in 
more effective teaching and better support for inclusion, on-the-job learn-
ing, and motivation.

 Developing learning teams does not necessarily involve hiring new staff – it 
entails diagnosing the challenges, understanding existing roles and skills, and 
considering how best to utilize them in a team; realigning roles; focusing any 
new roles on the areas of greatest need; and enabling more teamwork. 

 Vision 3: Transforming an education system into a learning system
 Harness learning teams to build networks of schools, professionals, and 
cross-sectoral partnerships that use data and evidence to transform edu-
cation systems into learning systems that are self-improving and adaptable 
to change. 

Key  
Messages

 



10

Executive Summary   
Transforming the  
Education Workforce

 How to get there
 Workforce reform depends on context. Common ingredients for success in-
clude: strong leadership; drawing on evidence; engaging with and empower-
ing the workforce to lead change; ongoing communication with key stake-
holders; monitoring and adapting implementation; and building the struc-
tures to sustain reform. 

 Financial support for investments in human and social capital of the workforce 
is needed. Smart investment will deliver longer-term returns through improved 
efficiencies and greater effectiveness.

Call to action
 Collectively, we must take on the challenge of reforming the education work-

force to test, analyze, scale and promote changes that better prepare and sup-
port the education workforce and young people to learn and work together so 
they have the skills they need to succeed.

   We need to:
1 Develop a workforce diagnostic tool underpinned by reliable data, indicators, 

and improved costing models to help countries dianose the challenges and 
improve the design and management of their workforce.

2 Experiment, research, and evaluate to explore what works and at what cost.
3 Lead coalitions for change at all levels.

Key Messages
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The role of the education  
workforce in achieving SDG 4 

The challenge
With only 10 years remaining until the deadline, the world is at serious risk of 
not achieving SDG 4. Today, there are still more than 260 million children out 
of school and more than 600 million in school who are not learning the basics, 
let alone the wider breadth of skills required to thrive in this century. The 
Education Commission estimates that despite some progress, by 2030 more 
than 800 million children will still not be on track to achieve basic secondary 
level skills if current trends continue. 

Teacher quality is the most important determinant of learning outcomes at 
the school level, but in many countries teachers are in short supply, isolated, 
poorly trained, and not supported to provide effective teaching and learning. 
To meet SDG 4, an estimated 69 million teachers must be recruited globally 
by 2030, with over 76 percent of these in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. 

In some of the poorest countries, the required increase in teachers is equal 
to at least half of the projected number of tertiary education graduates, given 
low secondary completion rates (less than 25 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa). 
Teacher shortages occur frequently in vulnerable communities and particular 
subject areas, exacerbating inequality. On top of this, multiple interacting and 
often systemwide factors can create conditions where teachers are absent or 
do not spend enough time on instruction.

In some low-income countries, even where there are teachers, many are 
poorly trained or unqualified and often have limited pedagogical and subject 
knowledge. In Sub-Saharan Africa, only 62 percent of teachers in primary schools 
and only 45 percent of teachers in secondary schools are trained to teach. A 
study of seven countries in Sub-Saharan Africa found that less than 10 percent 
of primary school language teachers could demonstrate a minimum level of 
subject knowledge skill to teach grade four students. Models of initial teacher 
training and professional development are often outdated and ineffective. In the 
Gambia, 77 percent of primary school teacher training instructors surveyed had 
never taught in a primary school themselves. Districts are often not providing 
effective support. In Zimbabwe, teachers are on average visited every two and a 
half years by a supervisor and those in rural areas have to wait four years. 

Teachers often work in relative isolation and are expected to fulfill 
increasingly diverse roles and to address a wider range of student learning 
needs. The education workforce is not designed to deliver inclusive education, 
and inequities within the workforce itself are rarely recognized or addressed. 
For example in Sierra Leone, only 27 percent of teachers at primary level and 
14 percent at secondary level are female.

Teacher quality is the 
most important 
determinant of learning 
outcomes at the school 
level, but in many 
countries teachers are in 
short supply, isolated, 
poorly trained, and not 
supported to provide 
effective teaching and 
learning
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The opportunity
Teachers are at the heart of the learning process, but this report emphasizes 
that they cannot work alone. It takes a team of professionals to educate a 
child – teachers need leadership and support to be effective and to help 
learners with the greatest needs. Developing an effective teacher workforce 
by prioritizing the professionalization of teachers and ensuring their effective 
management is a critical first step to improve education outcomes. However, 
other roles and relationships, such as school leadership and management 
roles, are also strongly associated with better education outcomes. Specialist 
and complementary education support roles have been effective in helping 
reach those left behind and enabling inclusion. District roles have supported 
teachers and school leaders to improve their practice and sustain change 
and in a number of successful systems, state-level (central government) 
roles have used clear change leadership, coalitions, and evidence-based 
adaptive policymaking to drive system change. Many of these roles already 
exist in education systems, but they have received very little attention and 
there has been limited experimentation on ways professionals with different 
specializations and levels of qualifications could work together effectively in 
low-income country contexts. 

The education workforce must evolve to keep pace with the rapidly changing 
world and embrace the new opportunities these changes bring. Experts 
point out that current education workforce design is still largely based on an 
outdated model of education created to meet the labor needs of the Industrial 
Revolution and organized on the principle of mass production. A modern 
education workforce must be able to respond to the world’s demographic shifts, 
environmental changes, technological innovation, advances in neuroscience, 
and evolving curricula. As the understanding of what teaching and learning 
can look like is shifting, some of the best systems have started to adapt and 
innovate in response. They offer examples of opportunities to think differently 
about the education workforce.

This report aims to catalyze new thinking on education workforce reform by 
drawing on existing evidence and promising examples from education and 
other sectors, and using this to develop visions for the education workforce 
needed in the future. The report uses a systems lens, considering the education 
workforce needed at the school, district, and state levels and throughout the 
workforce life cycle, recognizing the interdependencies between workforce 
and other education policies, actors, the political economy, and financing. 
There is no “one-size-fits-all” model. Each system starts from a different point, 
faces different challenges and expectations, and operates in different social 
and political contexts. 

Achieving equitable, quality education for all requires urgent action to 
harness the broader education workforce. The workforce is an education 
system’s biggest investment and one of its greatest levers for change.

Teachers are at the heart 
of the learning process, 
but this report emphasizes 
that they cannot work 
alone. It takes a team  
of professionals to 
educate a child – teachers 
need leadership and 
support to be effective 
and to help learners with 
the greatest needs
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An education workforce for 
today, tomorrow, and the future 
This report outlines three interacting and iterative visions for an education 
workforce to deliver SDG 4: 1) incremental change to address immediate 
challenges through strengthening the existing education workforce, 2) a shift 
to a more collaborative education workforce through developing learning 
teams, and 3) a more radical paradigm-shifting vision through transforming 
education systems into learning systems. 

Three interacting visions for the education workforce to reach system goals

Source: Education Commission, 2019

Education 
Workforce

Learning Equity InclusionAccess

Education system goals

Learners as individuals

School networks

Cross-sector partnerships
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and development

Skill optimization 
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Teamwork
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Recruitment

Preparation

Development

Management

Transforming 
into a learning system
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learning teams
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 2
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Given that challenges vary between and within countries, these visions will 
need to be adapted to specific contextual needs and are likely to involve hybrid 
approaches depending on the political economy and financing considerations.

Vision 1: Strengthening  
the education workforce
Strengthening the education workforce envisions an effective education 
workforce at all levels in the system, with coherent approaches to the 
professionalization of teachers and other key roles throughout the 
workforce life cycle – from recruitment and preparation to professional 
development and career progression to workforce leadership and 
management.
 
This vision aims to address the most pressing challenges and to get the 
foundations right – by establishing decent working conditions and wages, 
and raising the status of teachers and other key workforce roles to attract 
high-quality applicants and address shortages. This will help strengthen the 
existing “human capital” of the education system.

Addressing teacher shortages is a top priority in many countries. Successful 
education systems demonstrate that higher-skilled individuals can be 
attracted by raising the status of teachers, providing fair working conditions, 
and professionalizing them throughout the life cycle – recruitment, training, 
professional development, and career progression. Short-term “fast-track” 
solutions that decrease the entry criteria into teaching, often applied to respond 
to urgent needs, can have long-term negative consequences for professionalism. 
Recruitment should be merit-based and, where possible, based on clearly defined 
dispositions and capabilities. To address teacher shortages in underserved 
areas, systems should consider hiring more teachers directly from these areas; 
where necessary they should provide alternative school-based training routes 
that address their needs. Incentives can be effective for addressing specific 
subject or location shortages in the short term, but should be accompanied by 
other efforts to increase motivation and retention over the long term. 

The evidence from high-performing education systems shows that investment 
in improving the standard of initial teacher training is critical to improve 
learning outcomes. Although reform in this area can be challenging, it can be 
more cost-effective to invest in high-quality teachers entering the workforce 
than to rely on remedial in-service training. Teacher training institutions and 
their workforce should be supported to make reforms based on evidence of 
what works. This includes putting a stronger emphasis on addressing trainees’ 
foundational subject knowledge before building and applying greater subject 
and pedagogical knowledge; including more school-based practicum; and 
aligning teacher training to what is relevant for the curriculum and context. 
Training courses should be inclusive in terms of trainee accessibility, course 
content, and diversity of trainers. Structured induction programs should be 
introduced for teachers and other roles when starting new jobs, and mentoring 
encouraged during the initial years.
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Professional development opportunities should be made available to all 
teachers and other key roles and evaluated regularly. These should be practice-
based cycles of quality improvement oriented towards improving teaching and 
learning. Evidence suggests that professional development is most effective 
when it is focused on a specific subject, is tailored to topics relevant to the 
local context, and provides supporting materials, coaching, follow-up visits, 
and collaboration opportunities to complement training. Low-tech approaches 
can facilitate professional development when combined with face-to-face 
approaches. When there is a large cadre of untrained or unqualified teachers, 
policymakers could consider a range of pedagogical support strategies 
including structured pedagogy, frequent rounds of formative assessment 
to support their development, and pathways to teacher qualifications or 
alternative education support roles (see Vision 2) if more appropriate. Career 
progression should be based on achievement of professional skills and 
competencies and result in salary increases.

Workforce planning, deployment, and management need to be improved, 
which means robust data must be available and utilized. Deployment systems 
should use data to better match supply and demand, and consider workforce 
preferences and equitable distribution of resources. This requires robust data 
on the workforce, but a 2016 mapping found that only half of the countries 
surveyed had any data available on teacher attrition rates or teacher training 
from the previous year. Data should also be used to target specialized support 
to schools, prioritizing the most marginalized. Workforce management policies 
must address the root causes of workforce absenteeism. This includes setting 
salaries at the same level as similarly qualified professionals and paying the 
workforce on time and in an easily accessible way. In addition, requests for 
teachers to undertake activities that impact scheduled class time should be 
minimized and fair accountability mechanisms established.

Vision 2: Developing  
learning teams
The current education workforce model in most education systems is built 
around a “one teacher to one classroom” model. Teachers work in relative 
isolation, with limited support and often with challenging conditions such as 
large class sizes. To address this and other challenges, this report proposes 
the development of learning teams aligned with evidence on what works to 
improve education outcomes.

Learning teams collaborate inside the classroom, within schools, within 
districts, and even at national and international levels. These teams of 
professionals collectively focus on improving the learning and inclusion 
of all students and continually learn themselves.

The learning team approach is based on a concept of professionalism that 
leverages the collective capacity of a group of people as opposed to just 
focusing on developing the skills of individuals to do their work better. It is about 
investing in the “social capital” as well as the “human capital” of the workforce.

A learning team 
approach is about 
investing in the “social 
capital” as well as the 
“human capital”  
of the workforce
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A meta-analysis of factors influencing student achievement identified collective 
teacher efficacy as the single most powerful characteristic of highly effective 
schools and the leading factor influencing student achievement. A study in New 
Zealand found that teacher-peer collaboration doubled student achievements, 
but in a survey of 25 countries, only one-fifth of teachers reported participating 
in mentoring or collaborative work. Team-based approaches are integral in other 
sectors such as early childhood development (ECD) and health, where they have 
demonstrated improvements in service delivery, health outcomes, and cost-
effectiveness. 

Learning teams can include a variety of professionals – qualified teachers, 
trainee teachers, other teaching and learning roles, leadership and 
management, and welfare professionals – within and across schools and at 
all levels in the system. A learning team approach at the class level ensures 
that all the critical education functions are shared across a team and not 
concentrated on a single teacher. The diagram below illustrates the shift from 
a typical current class design to a learning team design, which reorganizes key 
functions into teaching and learning, student welfare, instructional leadership, 
and operations and administration.

A learning team 
approach at the class 
level ensures that  
all the critical education 
functions are shared 
across a team and not 
concentrated  
on a single teacher

Current  
class design

Learning  
team design

  Teaching and learning
  Operations and administration

  Student welfare
  Instructional leadership

Key to functions:  Learners
  Teacher

Comparison between current class design and learning team design

Note: In the learning team design, the functions are shared between a team and would be undertaken by different 
roles depending on the context.

Source: Education Commission, 2019
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Developing learning teams does not necessarily involve hiring many new 
staff – it entails diagnosing the challenges, understanding existing roles and 
skills, and considering how best to utilize them in a team; realigning roles; 
focusing any new roles on the areas of greatest need; and enabling more 
teamwork. To develop learning teams, the following approaches are proposed:

1. Optimizing the right skills and expertise of the workforce. This includes 
repurposing existing roles to align with learning, equity, and inclusion and 
leveraging the expertise of higher-performing teachers and those with 
specialist skills by teaming them with less experienced teachers, trainees, 
and learning support staff. It also involves engaging learning support staff 
and/or a community education worker for the most marginalized learners 
to improve foundational learning, student inclusion, well-being, and welfare. 
A teacher-led team supported by community resources could help manage 
large class sizes, multiple languages, and diverse learner needs while 
teacher pipelines are being developed. Specialists may need to be shared 
across schools; technology could enable this if conditions allow.

2. Developing instructional leadership. This includes reorienting school leader 
and district roles towards instructional leadership, i.e. guiding teaching and 
learning through clear educational goals, curriculum planning, supporting 
and providing feedback to teachers, and creating an enabling environment 
for learning, including for the marginalized. Although school leaders are 
increasingly viewed as instructional leaders, in practice they tend to focus on 
administrative and supervisory activities and are rarely selected or supported 
to lead activities that enhance learning. The shift towards instructional 
leadership at the school level can be facilitated by training school leaders 
to undertake instructional leadership and provide the necessary tools; 
task-shifting administrative activities to technology or support staff where 
possible; and strengthening district capacity to provide coaching and support 
for school leaders to develop instructional leadership skills.

3. Data-driven improvement. This includes reorienting district staff to support 
schools with data-driven improvement, targeting those most in need. In many 
systems, roles at the district level (such as supervisors) focus on compliance 
monitoring, which on its own does not have a strong effect on teaching 
and learning quality. In an analysis of Education Management Information 
Systems (EMIS) use, only 7 percent of countries used student assessment 
data to identify support needed for teachers. Evidence shows that the district 
can be more effective if it supports data-based school self-evaluation, builds 
school improvement capacity and resources, and provides regular and 
sustained professional development. The data analysis function at the district 
level should shift to support data-driven planning and providing analysis to 
help leaders identify performance gaps and prioritize district-wide resources.

4. Increasing workforce collaboration in policymaking. In the latest Status of 
Teachers survey, 29 percent of unions responded that they were rarely or 
never consulted on education policy. State-level policymakers should draw 
on research, evidence, and data, but should also engage with the school- 
and district-level workforce, developing strong feedback loops to inform 
and drive strategic change.

A teacher-led team 
supported by community 
resources could help 
manage large class sizes, 
multiple languages,  
and diverse learner needs 
while teacher pipelines  
are being developed
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5. Creating team-based structures and practices. These should enable staff to 
work in learning teams at all levels in the system and be embedded in initial 
training and professional development. They can include professional learning 
communities; peer collaboration; developing training or qualifications for key 
roles beyond teachers including managerial and technical career paths; and 
providing team-based goals and incentives. Consideration should be given to 
professionalization of other key roles such as school and district leaders so 
they are supported to do their job effectively.

The benefits of the learning team approach include: better teaching through 
planning and teaching in teams, peer collaboration, coaching, and mentoring; 
capacity to support proven teaching and learning strategies with learning 
assistants and trainee teachers; increased instructional time through sharing of 
non-instructional duties; greater access to specialist expertise; better support 
for inclusion through more dedicated roles; on-the-job training; and improved 
motivation. In some low-capacity and low-income contexts, governments may 
not feel ready to consider the learning team approach. However even in these 
contexts, learning teams provide new ways to address immediate challenges 
and leverage existing expertise to develop a more effective workforce. 

The diagram below shows the four functions in an education system 
(leadership and management; teaching and learning; student welfare; and 
operations and administration) at the school, district, and state levels. It 
illustrates potential shifts in how the functions are performed when using a 
learning team approach. Given that every country is at a different stage of 
development, some of these shifts may have already been undertaken.

As the idea of learning teams is relatively new in education especially in low-
income contexts, testing the approach at a larger scale and evaluating its long-
term benefits is critical for successful implementation.

Even in low-income 
contexts, learning teams 
provide new ways to 
leverage existing 
expertise to address 
challenges
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Key shifts for a learning team approach by function at each level in an education system 

Source: Adapted from Jones, Charlotte, Ruth Naylor and Tal Rafaeli (Education Development Trust), Yeukai Mlambo, Ann Nielsen and Iveta Silova 
(Arizona State University), and Freda Wolfenden (The Open University). 2019. “Designing the Education Workforce.” Forthcoming Background Paper for 
Transforming the Education Workforce: Learning Teams for a Learning Generation. New York: Education Commission.
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Vision 3: Transforming  
to learning systems 
Learning systems harness learning teams, networks of education 
professionals, cross-sectoral partnerships, data, and evidence to create 
a system that is coherently organized with a focus on learning and the 
ability to learn and adapt itself.

A learning system approach builds on the learning team approach to maximize 
the collective capacity of professionals in a system. The vision is informed by 
research on the power of networks and improvement science, public service 
reform, systemic innovation literature, innovative education models, emerging 
thought leadership, and global and education trends. 

As the capacity of education professionals grows, school networks can 
become the engine of professional development: skilled school-based practi-
tioners can share their expertise and knowledge across school networks and 
beyond. Such networks can successfully organize the diverse expertise needed 
to solve complex educational issues and quickly spread lessons learned in one 
part of the network to another. A networked education system can engage and 
connect to other actors – such as employers, new innovators, and other sec-
tors – who can work in partnership with schools to improve student outcomes 
and close achievement gaps for marginalized students more rapidly.

To transform education systems into learning systems, the following 
approaches are proposed:

1. Exploring innovative learning configurations to address individual 
needs. Schools and systems can pilot and develop alternative learning 
configurations, including technology-assisted learning, to address individual 
learning needs and give learners access to a wider variety of knowledge 
sources and ways of learning. 

2. Developing school networks and harnessing system leaders. Learning 
systems are highly networked, enabling schools and districts to generate 
and exchange evidence and knowledge about effective instruction and 
management approaches. Policies need to foster the conditions for working 
across networks, allowing schools to work as networks and roles such as 
system leaders to work across schools.

3. Leveraging cross-sectoral partnerships to support broader education 
goals. Policies, funding, and governance structures should enable greater 
cross-sectoral working when it facilitates better education outcomes. 
These partnerships enable, for example, the involvement of a wider range of 
professionals and community members in schools to support applied and 
real-world learning, bridge the gap between school and work, and enhance 
school resources; closer coordination between health and social service 
sectors to meet learner needs and address systemic barriers to learning; 
and collaboration with technology providers to develop, test, and scale cost-
effective technology-based solutions.

A learning system 
approach builds on the 
learning team approach  
to maximize the collective 
capacity of professionals  
in a system
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4. Encouraging a research and development culture at all levels in the 
system to identify and scale high-impact innovations. Governments should 
introduce policies, systems, and structures that support evaluative research, 
use of data for decision-making, sharing of lessons, and scaling or targeting 
of effective innovations across the system. Policy is informed by frontline 
evidence as well as national and international research, and adapted to 
meet changing needs.

While some of today’s best performing systems already incorporate elements 
of a learning system, this future vision by its very nature draws on more limited 
evidence from education systems in low-income countries. This means that 
some aspects of a learning system approach may seem aspirational for some 
countries. This report recognizes, however, that countries do not develop in 
a linear way and should have the opportunity to leapfrog. More research is 
needed to prototype and evaluate these approaches for education, especially 
in low-income contexts.

The diagram below shows the four functions in an education system and 
illustrates potential shifts in how the functions are performed when moving 
to a learning system. 
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Key shifts across functions at each level to transform into a learning system
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Source: Adapted from Jones, Charlotte, Ruth Naylor and Tal Rafaeli (Education Development Trust), Yeukai Mlambo, Ann Nielsen and Iveta Silova 
(Arizona State University), and Freda Wolfenden (The Open University). 2019. “Designing the Education Workforce.” Forthcoming Background Paper for 
Transforming the Education Workforce: Learning Teams for a Learning Generation. New York: Education Commission.
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Workforce reform needs 
to be undertaken with a 
deep understanding  
of the political context

How to get there
Workforce reform is not easy, but it is possible with the right leadership, data 
and evidence, navigation of the political economy, resources, and a workforce 
empowered to lead change. 

Navigating the political economy 
of education workforce reform
Before embarking on reform, policymakers should analyze the political 
context to understand what is possible and identify windows of opportunity 
for major reform. Elements of political context – such as election cycles and 
the level of decentralization in a system – will influence reform options. It 
may not be possible to achieve the desired change through a single reform; 
sequencing, strategic bundling of reforms, and gradual integration of reforms 
are options to consider. 

Reform processes must recognize the members of the education workforce 
and their representative organizations as change agents and engage them 
in genuine dialogue to design, implement, and sustain education workforce 
reform. Instead of being valued and empowered to innovate, teachers are too 
often perceived as obstacles rather than agents of change. In the latest Status 
of Teachers survey, 33 percent reported that they are not consulted on the 
development and selection of teaching materials, and 25 percent reported not 
being consulted on curriculum development. 

Policymakers also need to engage other key stakeholders including parent 
groups, civil society, and government bodies in other sectors to identify risks and 
opportunities and ensure joint ownership. They should draw on robust evidence, 
both international and local, to build the case for reform and to clarify options. 
In designing a reform, careful attention should be given to best practice delivery 
and change management approaches should inform implementation. 

Ongoing communications with all stakeholders, monitoring and evaluation, 
and adapting approaches as necessary are critical to implementation. 
Success measures at all levels in the system should be defined, measured, and 
analyzed. To sustain change, reform goals must be embedded in sector plans 
and where appropriate in legislation. Building the capacity of accountability 
structures and recognizing reform leaders is also crucial. 
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Costing and financing  
education workforce reform
Financial support for investments in the human and social capital of the 
workforce is needed to ensure the fundamental right to education and meet 
SDG 4. Smart investment in the workforce will lead to longer-term returns 
through improved efficiencies and greater effectiveness. Some of the 
proposals outlined in this report require an increase in investment (e.g. hiring 
sufficient trained and qualified teachers, specialist teachers, or formal support 
roles), while others may produce efficiencies or improve cost-effectiveness 
of workforce investments (e.g. redistribution of teachers, reorientation of 
roles towards learning, use of differing learning configurations). Choices with 
respect to teacher allocations, supplementary roles, improved leadership at 
the school, district, and national levels, and their associated unit costs will be 
highly context-specific. 

To unlock resources, ministries of education need to make a convincing 
investment case for change. By using cost-benefit analysis, reformers can 
compare options and demonstrate the learning gains workforce reform 
can achieve as well as the economic and social returns improved learning 
can generate. Investments in the education workforce should be prioritized 
towards the poor and most marginalized to deliver the greatest returns.

As the education workforce becomes more diverse and multifaceted, 
costing models need to reflect a wider range of roles, levels, geographies, 
and composition of the workforce. Systematic collection of additional data 
on the current workforce (including roles beyond teachers) is needed and 
cost-effectiveness analysis should be undertaken when possible to consider 
different options.

Call to action
In parallel with the development of this report, three countries have been 
working with the Education Commission’s Education Workforce Initiative to 
draw on the report’s evidence and new thinking to address their own education 
workforce challenges. Sierra Leone is considering how to improve workforce 
planning and management to enable more efficient allocation and deployment 
of teachers, better matching of supply and demand, and closing of its teacher 
gap. Ghana is redesigning its education workforce to better align with learning, 
inclusion, and more effective management. And Vietnam is prototyping a high-
touch, high-tech learning approach with changed workforce roles to explore 
how it may lead to greater personalized learning and higher-order outcomes 
in mathematics. Potential tools to help policymakers think through education 
workforce reform are included in Annexes A, B, and C.

The Education Commission calls on countries to take on the challenge of 
reforming the education workforce, working with the members of their 
workforce, national and international organizations, and researchers to 

Smart investment in  
the workforce will lead 
to longer-term returns 
through improved 
efficiencies and greater 
effectiveness
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test, analyze, scale, and promote reforms that better support the education 
workforce and young people to learn and work together and build the skills 
they need to succeed. 

This report recommends:

1 Developing a workforce diagnostic tool underpinned  
by reliable data, indicators, and improved costing models 
for countries to use to inform workforce design and 
management

The first step to education workforce reform is understanding the long-term 
needs of an education system and diagnosing the education workforce 
constraints and opportunities. An education system diagnostic tool and 
better costing models could help guide policymakers through this process. 
These need to be underpinned by robust data on all roles in the education 
workforce; their characteristics (e.g. gender, language, disability, and location 
preference); and current and future workforce supply, demand, and cost. 
Standard datasets and classifications could be established together with 
workforce indicators that link workforce data to education outcomes.

• Policymakers at the national and district levels should work with members 
of the workforce and their unions to diagnose the current workforce 
challenges and identify opportunities to overcome them. This would 
include generating and analyzing data on the education workforce and 
its effectiveness, and identifying opportunities to improve deployment, 
allocation, and better matching of supply and demand. New policies 
should, where possible, consider evidence of good practices to strengthen 
the workforce and how learning team or learning system approaches can 
address context-specific challenges. 

• International agencies and donors should support governments in 
diagnosing the challenges, providing good practice evidence, considering 
learning teams and system approaches, establishing efficient data systems, 
and building government capacity for data-based decision-making. The 
Global Partnership for Education (GPE), UNESCO’s International Institute 
for Educational Planning (IIEP), and the World Bank could work together 
to support countries to develop an education system workforce diagnostic 
tool as well as improved costing and financing models to understand and 
tackle workforce reform. 

2 Experimenting, researching, and evaluating to explore what 
works and at what cost

Further research is needed to test, prototype, and evaluate new approaches 
to workforce reform in low-income contexts and low-capacity environments. 
This includes collecting detailed evidence on cost-effectiveness, system-wide 
changes, and understanding how effective education workforce reforms are 
implemented and taken to scale by identifying their enabling and success 
factors and how challenges and barriers to reform are addressed. Key 
stakeholders should work together to do the following:

The Education 
Commission calls on each 
country to work with  
their education workforce 
to test, analyze, scale,  
and promote workforce 
reforms
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• Governments should work with members of the education workforce and 
their unions to pioneer, test, and evaluate effective reforms, and share 
lessons and key success factors.

• International agencies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), civil 
society organizations, and donors should support governments to do the 
above and provide platforms for these lessons to be shared.

• Researchers and funders of research should evaluate existing and new 
reform approaches; undertake systematic analyses of the outcomes 
and cost-effectiveness of approaches to strengthening the workforce, 
developing learning teams, and building learning systems; and contribute 
to identifying success factors.

3 Leading coalitions for change at all levels 

When reforms are ready to be scaled or targeted towards areas with the 
most need:

• National policymakers should build a coalition for change, working with the 
workforce and their unions, teacher training institutions and universities, 
development partners, civil society, and other sectors to implement reform. 
They should monitor the implementation, adapt as necessary, and ensure 
that coherent structures, policies, and practices are in place to sustain the 
reform. They should be open to evaluating the reform at scale and sharing 
lessons from systemwide reforms over time.

• Members of the education workforce and their unions should actively engage 
in the policymaking process, pushing reform from the bottom up. They should 
lead the changes based on their needs and expertise, generate evidence of 
what works, and champion reforms by acting as changemakers.

• International agencies and donors should support governments to implement 
at scale and consider establishing or building on an existing international 
alliance or network to undertake further rigorous research and support 
policymakers to use this research to inform education workforce reform.

With only 10 years left until 2030, this must be the decade of delivery. 
We have no time to waste. Now is the time for all actors – and most 
importantly policymakers and members of the education workforce 
themselves – to be open to new ways of working and learning together.  
It takes a team to educate a child. By building learning teams and 
learning systems, we can harness the human and social capital of the 
wider workforce and create a learning generation.

Now is the time for  
all actors – and most 
importantly policymakers 
and members of the 
education workforce 
themselves – to be open 
to new ways of working 
and learning together
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Designing the education workforce refers to designing education workforce 
organizational structures, functions, and roles within schools (inside and out-
side classrooms), across schools, and at different levels in the system to eval-
uate what workforce needs to be in place to achieve quality education for all.

District is used throughout the report to denote the school-facing workforce 
at the middle-tier level although we recognize that some countries have other 
jurisdictions, e.g. provinces. 

Education workforce is used to describe teachers and all people who work 
directly to support the provision of education to students in education sys-
tems. This includes people working across all functions relevant for providing 
education: leadership and management, teaching and learning, student wel-
fare, operations and administration. The education workforce includes both 
compensated and volunteer roles and even communities and families when 
directly involved in formal education processes with schools. 

The Education Workforce Initiative is a direct result of the Education Commis-
sion’s Learning Generation report recommendation to “strengthen and diver-
sify the workforce” (Recommendation 4). This recommendation suggested 
the creation of a taskforce to develop specific proposals for the redesign 
of professional roles within education, as well as their recruitment, training, 
deployment, and development needs. In response, the Education Workforce 
Initiative (EWI) was established. It includes a High-Level Steering Group that 
has guided the development of this report and overseen work with three coun-
tries (Ghana, Sierra Leone, and Vietnam) to address their education workforce 
needs and test the report’s approaches.

High-income countries are economies with a Gross National Income (GNI) 
per capita of USD $12,375 or more in 2019, calculated using the World Bank 
Atlas Method.

Instructional leadership focuses on guiding teaching and learning by estab-
lishing a clear vision and educational goals, building relationships, planning 
curriculum, supporting and providing feedback to teachers, and creating an 
enabling environment by adapting the school to improve teachers’ working 
and students’ learning conditions.

Learning teams collaborate inside the classroom, within schools, within dis-
tricts, and even at national and international levels. These teams of profes-
sionals – which can include qualified teachers, trainee teachers, other teach-
ing and learning roles, leadership and management, and welfare professionals 
at all levels in the system –  collectively focus on improving the learning and 
inclusion of all students and continually learn themselves.

Learning systems harness learning teams, networks of education profession-
als, cross-sectoral partnerships, data, and evidence to create a system that 
is coherently organized with a focus on learning and the ability to learn and 
adapt itself. 

Low-income countries are economies with a GNI per capita of USD $1,025 or 
less in 2019, calculated using the World Bank Atlas Method.

Terms
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Lower-middle-income countries are economies with a GNI per capita between 
USD $1,026 and USD $3,995 in 2019, calculated using the World Bank Atlas 
Method.

Middle-income countries are economies with a GNI per capita of more than 
USD $1,026 but less than USD $12,375 in 2019, calculated using the World 
Bank Atlas Method.

Network networks in education are associated with each other in forms of 
connection that have been deliberately established and worked on in pur-
suit of common interests and goals. They can be established at the regional, 
national, and international level and can be horizontal (connecting either indi-
vidual teachers/ principals or individual schools) or vertical (connecting func-
tionally different but interdependent educational institutions, such as schools, 
school boards, education researchers and ministries of education). One of the 
primary aims of networks is to create opportunities for ongoing exchange and 
collaboration of education practitioners.

Primary education includes learning and educational activities typically 
designed to provide students with fundamental skills in reading, writing, and 
mathematics and establish a solid foundation for learning and understanding.

Secondary education is often made up of two stages: lower and upper  sec-
ondary. Lower-secondary education is generally designed to continue the 
basic program of the primary level, but teaching is typically more subject-fo-
cused, requiring more specialized teachers for each subject area. The end of 
this level often coincides with the end of compulsory education. In upper-sec-
ondary education, instruction is often organized even more along subject lines 
and teachers typically need a higher or more subject-specific qualification.

State is used to denote the highest level of governance that leads on policy.

Strengthening the education workforce envisions an effective education 
workforce at all levels in the system with coherent approaches to the profes-
sionalization of teachers and other key roles throughout the workforce life 
cycle – from recruitment and preparation to professional development and 
career progression to workforce leadership and management.

Well-being/welfare  measures the quality of children’s lives. While there is no 
unique, universally accepted way of defining child well-being that emerges 
from the academic literature, UNICEF uses six helpful dimensions to measure 
well-being: 1) material well-being, 2) health and safety, 3) educational well-be-
ing, 4) family and peer relationships, 5) behaviors and risks, and 6) young 
people’s own subjective sense of well-being. 



1
Chapter 1 Introduction



31

How can new approaches to the education workforce help us deliver inclu-
sive and quality education to the world’s children? 

Current education trends are alarming: more than half of all children and young 
people around the globe are not learning the basic skills needed to thrive in 
this century. Although education is enshrined as a fundamental human right, 
there is a serious risk the world will not achieve inclusive, quality education 
for all by 2030 as set out by Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4). Despite 
progress in some areas, more than 260 million children are still out of school, 
and more than 600 million who are in school are not learning fast enough. 
The Education Commission estimates that if current trends continue, more 
than 800 million children will not be on track to achieve basic secondary level 
skills in 2030.1

This education crisis is compounded by the need for education systems to 
respond to the often fast-changing environments around them. Globalization, 
technological change, and demographic shifts have led to growing inequality, 
especially within countries. Education systems need to support increasingly 
diverse student populations with wide-ranging needs and challenges. Envi-
ronmental changes and shifting demands from the labor market require new 
skills and competencies from students. Advances in science and technology 
are providing innovative ways to facilitate student learning both inside and 
outside the classroom. 

Most experts agree that making further and faster progress and responding 
to change will require deep reforms and transformations of education sys-
tems.2 Education systems face varying obstacles depending on their stage 
of development and context, but top-performing systems share some com-
mon characteristics. Teachers are at the heart of the learning process, so the 
key strategies used to improve student outcomes center around developing 
a quality teacher workforce.3 However, other roles and relationships, such as 
school leadership and management roles, are also strongly associated with 
better education outcomes.4 Support roles can be important to help reach 
those left behind. District and state roles are important in driving strategic 
investment and system change. Yet systems rarely pay attention to the work-
force beyond teachers. 

Given the slow state of progress towards SDG 4 and the increasing range of 
education outcomes expected – which go well beyond learning outcomes as 
defined by standardized tests and include student well-being and an expand-
ing list of knowledge and skills – it is clear that teachers will struggle to pro-
vide a quality education for all students if working alone. In the future, educa-
tion systems must draw on a wider community of professionals to support 
the education outcomes required for young people to thrive in this century. 

To have any chance at achieving equitable, quality education for all, we 
urgently need to harness the broader education workforce. It is an education 
system’s biggest investment and one of its greatest levers for change.

To have any chance at 
achieving equitable, qual-
ity education for all, we 
urgently need to harness 
the broader education 
workforce. It is an edu-
cation system’s biggest 
investment and one of its 
greatest levers for change
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Purpose and scope 

This report is a direct result of the Education Commission’s Learning Genera-
tion report recommendation to “strengthen and diversify the workforce” (Rec-
ommendation 4). This recommendation suggested the creation of a taskforce 
to develop specific proposals for the redesign of professional roles within 
education, as well as their recruitment, training, deployment, and development 
needs. In response, the Education Workforce Initiative (EWI) was established. 
It includes a High-Level Steering Group that guided the development of this 
report and work with three countries (Ghana, Sierra Leone, and Vietnam) to 
address their education workforce needs and test the report’s approaches.

While research exists on teacher interventions, policy, and reform, very little 
research has focused on the role of the broader education workforce as a 
whole (see Box 1). Many roles beyond the teacher are under-analyzed, particu-
larly in developing countries. There has also been very little thought leadership 
on the education workforce needed for the future. 

Box 1: Defining the education workforce

This report takes a holistic view of the education workforce and follows 
the lead of other sectors, such as early childhood development, that define 
their primary workers more broadly. In this report, the term education 
workforce describes teachers and all people who work directly to support 
the provision of education to students in education systems. This includes 
people working across all functions relevant for providing education: lead-
ership and management, teaching and learning, student welfare, opera-
tions, and administration. The education workforce includes both com-
pensated and volunteer roles and even communities and families when 
directly involved in formal education processes with schools. 

This report starts to address these gaps by presenting the latest evidence and 
experience on broader education workforce reform, exploring new approaches 
and drawing on lessons from other sectors to catalyze new thinking on edu-
cation workforce strengthening, design, and implementation (see Box 2). The 
report is future-focused – imagining an education workforce relevant now but 
continually evolving and adapting to global trends. 

The overarching questions guiding the report are:

1. What kind of workforce is needed to meet the demand for quality, inclusive 
primary and secondary education at the school, district, and system levels? 

2. How can existing roles be strengthened, i.e. recruited, deployed, trained, 
supported, motivated, professionally developed, and led effectively to help 
prepare all students to thrive? 

3. How do existing roles (such as teacher, support staff, school leader, and 
district support) need to be redefined, and what, if any, new roles are needed 
to more effectively deliver quality education to all students?

Chapter 1 
Introduction
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4. How have countries implemented education workforce reforms? How does 
the political economy influence the design and implementation of educa-
tion workforce reforms?

5. What are the costing and financing considerations needed for the design 
and implementation of new approaches to the education workforce? 

Box 2: Designing and strengthening the education workforce

This report uses education workforce design to mean designing education 
workforce organizational structures, functions, and roles within schools 
(inside and outside classrooms), across schools, and at different levels in 
the system to evaluate what workforce needs to be in place to achieve qual-
ity education for all.

This report uses education workforce strengthening to mean imple-
menting the workforce design by improving the education workforce and 
ensuring the enabling factors are in place so all roles are recruited, trained, 
developed, motivated, supported, and professionalized where necessary to 
deliver a quality education for all children.

The report is focused on the education workforce for primary and secondary 
education in low- and middle-income countries. It also draws on innovations 
and examples of promising practices from other spheres such as early child-
hood education and the health sector. Evidence from high-income countries 
is included where it is lacking in low- or middle-income countries. In support 
of SDG 4, this report is focused on a workforce that can address the goals of 
access, learning, equity, and inclusion for all students. The report treats inclu-
sion and equity as interdependent and systemwide goals. Rather than solely 
focusing on “including” disadvantaged groups or issues (whether based on 
gender, ability, language, or ethnicity) as a separate project, it considers inclu-
sion and equity to be integral principles in workforce design and strengthening 
at all levels of the workforce.

Approach 

This report aims to balance evidence of what works from education, workforce 
effectiveness and innovation literature and thought leadership, and future 
trends with the current reality of many education systems. It takes a three-
stage approach. First, it examines current challenges effectively  (“strength-
ening the education workforce”). Second, it explores a shift to a team-based 
education workforce (“developing a learning team”). Third, it explores a more 
radical paradigm-shifting vision for the future (“transforming to a learning sys-
tem”). These stages are not meant to be linear or prescriptive, since countries 
will likely interact with the stages according to their needs (see Figure 4 in 
Chapter 3). The approach is informed by and informs the EWI work in Ghana, 
Sierra Leone, and Vietnam.
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2.1 The broader education challenge

The number of out-of-school children and youth was cut by almost half 
between 2000 and 2011, and today around 90 percent of primary-aged stu-
dents are enrolled in school.5 Despite these gains, the opportunity for inclu-
sive, quality education as set out by SDG 4 has yet to be realized for many 
children – especially in access, learning, equity, and inclusion. The Education 
Commission estimated that one in four children of primary school age who 
are not learning the basics are not in school, but the remaining three out of 
four children are failing to achieve despite being in school.6 Recent evidence 
shows that years of schooling adjusted for quality are much lower than the 
expected years of schooling in most lower- and middle-income countries (see 
Figure 1). 

While many students struggle to learn the basics, there is simultaneously a 
growing demand for education to provide a wider set of skills beyond foun-
dational literacy and numeracy. This puts students who are not learning at an 
even greater disadvantage. For example, socio-emotional skills are increas-
ingly valued and predict earnings over and above the effects of schooling 
and cognitive skills.7 Nearly 45 percent of employers globally struggle to find 
people with the right skills, citing lack of soft skills as one of the reasons.8

The most marginalized children continually fall furthest behind, with circum-
stantial realities such as poverty, gender, disability, geography, and ethnicity 
interacting to compound their challenges. For example, in some countries 
children with disabilities can be more than twice as likely to be out of school 
as their non-disabled peers.9 Poverty alone often determines key education 
outcomes. Across low- and middle-income countries, there is on average a 
32 percent gap between the chances of children in the poorest quintile and 

  Expected years of school       Learning-adjusted years of school
LIC: Low-income country   LMIC: Lower-middle-income country  UMIC: Upper-middle-income country

Source: Education Commission analysis, 2019, based on World Bank Human Capital Index data
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Figure 1- Median learning-adjusted years of schooling by country income group
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richest quintile completing primary education.10 Gender is still a major barrier 
to education in low-income countries, with only 25 percent of the poorest 
girls completing primary school.11 On current trends, in Sub-Saharan Africa it 
will take poor girls 70 years longer to reach universal lower-secondary school 
completion than rich boys.12 While progress has been made in recognizing 
that all children are entitled to a quality education, the pace of progress on 
equity and inclusion in education is difficult to measure as many of the most 
marginalized are often invisible in statistics.13

2.2 The education workforce: the key to achieving  
SDG 4 and future progress

Understanding how different workforce roles at all levels of the system sup-
port access, learning, equity, and inclusion is illustrated throughout this report. 
This section briefly outlines how teachers and other roles within the education 
workforce contribute to achieving SDG 4.

Teacher quality is the single most important influence on learning outcomes 
at the school level. An effective teacher can make a major difference to a stu-
dent’s learning trajectory – going from a low-performing to a high-performing 
teacher increases student learning significantly.14 Teachers can also impact 
long-term student well-being, future academic achievement, and economic 
outcomes.15 Several years of outstanding teaching may also improve equity, 
offsetting learning deficits of disadvantaged students.16 

Specialist and complementary teaching and education support roles can 
support the improvement of education outcomes – especially by address-
ing inclusion. Specialist teachers can support students with a range of needs 
by offering individualized attention in the classroom and providing practical 
advice to classroom teachers on educational inclusion strategies.17 Learn-
ing support staff can also have a positive impact on inclusion and student 
achievement.18 Examples from diverse contexts illustrate how education pro-
fessionals and even volunteers from local communities working alongside 
teachers in certain interventions have improved student outcomes.19 The local 
community also has an important role to play in connecting students to their 
school and supporting well-being.20

Leadership and management roles improve teacher quality and learning 
outcomes.21 Evidence suggests that school leaders are critical in improving 
school performance. Research from the United States shows that school 
leadership accounts for up to 25 percent of variation in students’ learning 
achievement, second only to classroom teaching.22 

The district workforce can be powerful in supporting teachers and school 
leaders to improve their practice and sustain change. There is little compar-
ative evidence undertaken on roles at district, region, or state levels to evalu-
ate their impact. However, evidence from effective programs in low-income 
countries23 and systemic evidence from high-income countries24 suggest that 
districts can play a role in providing instructional leadership and specialist 
support, facilitating collaboration and promoting better use of data, especially 
for addressing inequalities and sustaining interventions. 
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The education workforce is critical to achieving SDG 4. However, it is import-
ant to note that the design and delivery of education workforce policy will 
succeed only when it is understood as part of a larger system.25 This includes 
paying attention to the interdependencies among different actors who are part 
of the broader education workforce at all levels (school, district, region, and 
state) and among the different components of the education workforce life 
cycle – from bringing people into the workforce, supporting them to develop, 
to providing leadership and management. It also includes paying attention 
to relevant factors that influence teaching quality. Teaching quality is partly 
dependent on teacher quality (the personal characteristics and skills an indi-
vidual brings to teaching), but is also strongly influenced by the context, includ-
ing factors external to teachers, such as curriculum reform and assessment, 
that are part of the wider system.26 There is no “one-size-fits-all” model when 
taking a systems approach – each system starts from a different point, faces 
different expectations, and operates in different social and political contexts 
that must be taken into account.27 

2.3 The education workforce challenge

A range of factors affects the slow and stalled progress on education goals, 
but much of it is driven by education workforce challenges. These can be cat-
egorized broadly into three core issues: the supply and distribution of trained 
and qualified teachers; the effectiveness of teachers and other members of 
the workforce in ensuring quality and inclusive education; and the ability of the 
workforce to keep pace with change. Although these challenges affect many 
types of education systems, they vary significantly in degree and substance 
depending on the specific context and stage of a system’s development. Not 
every country will face all these issues – each education system will have a 
unique set of challenges it must diagnose to move forward.

1. Education systems do not have enough trained and qualified teachers in 
the right places to meet growing demand and their distribution often exac-
erbates inequality.

An estimated 69 million teachers – 24.4 million in primary and 44.4million in 
secondary – must be recruited by 2030 in order to meet SDG 4, with Sub-Sa-
haran Africa and South Asia accounting for over 76 percent of this need.28 In 
some of the poorest countries, these increases are equal to half or more of the 
projected graduates of tertiary education – a proportion that is unprecedented 
in even the most successful and industrialized nations29 (see Figure 2).
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But teacher shortages are not generic — teacher supply is often a localized 
problem and varies by education level. At the secondary level, for example, 
there may be an oversupply of teachers for some subjects but shortages 
in others, with teachers coming into the system not matching the specific 
needs.30 Inequitable deployment and distribution can lead to shortages in rural 
and hard-to-reach locations. There is also evidence that more qualified teach-
ers disproportionately work with more advantaged schools and privileged stu-
dents, have smaller class sizes, and focus on later grades.31 This exacerbates 
inequity in lower grades, adding to challenges in foundational learning. 

Many interrelated factors drive shortages. The pool of qualified recruits may 
be limited32 and attracting top graduates is often difficult due to the low sta-
tus of teachers, low pay, poor working and living conditions, and unattractive 
career structures. Trained teachers sometimes choose not to enter the pro-
fession at all, and attrition rates of qualified professionals can be high in the 
early years due to lack of support.33 Given the distinct characteristics of the 
education workforce labor market – where governments are typically the larg-
est employer – the opportunities to generate innovative solutions to overcome 
the supply challenge are limited within the traditional delivery model. 

Percentage of new teachers needed in relation 
to number of tertiary graduates 2020—2030

  Average of other low- and middle-income countries

Source: Education Commission projections, 2016

Figure 2 – In some countries, half of all graduates are needed to meet teacher demand
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2. Teachers and other members of the workforce do not receive the support 
they need to be effective.

Education systems are not providing the initial training teachers and other 
roles need to be effective, resulting in many teachers being unqualified or 
poorly trained with limited pedagogical and subject knowledge. This is a par-
ticular problem in rapidly expanding education systems with large numbers of 
relatively new and inexperienced teachers. In Sub-Saharan Africa, on average 
62 percent of teachers are trained at the primary level and only 45 percent 
at the secondary level.34 A study in seven countries in Sub-Saharan Africa 
found that less than 10 percent of primary school language teachers were 
able to demonstrate a minimum level of subject knowledge to teach grade 
four students.35 

Issues in pre-service training include misalignment of teacher education with 
the curriculum, limited practice-based learning opportunities, and omission of 
newer skills.36 Weaknesses in teacher educators’ knowledge and expertise and 
in institutional management of teacher training institutions compounds these 
issues.37 In the Gambia, for example, 77 percent of primary school teacher 
preparation instructors surveyed had never taught in a primary school them-
selves.38 Developing countries face a vicious circle in which poorly educated 
students become poorly educated teachers unable to sufficiently improve 
their students’ learning.

Across much of the developing world, models of professional development 
remain outdated. While the quality of in-service training varies significantly 
across countries, many continue to rely on ineffective cascade trainings that 
are both dislocated from the context of the classroom and the follow-up 
required to tangibly change behaviors and practice.39 Cascade training mod-
els are often seen as the only option for reaching scale at low cost, but there 
are now more effective examples of using technology to support distance and 
open learning and coaching at scale that are not always considered.40

Multiple factors affect whether teachers are in classrooms and spending 
enough time on instruction. Absenteeism is a problem for some developing 
countries,41 and even when teachers are present in school, they are often not 
spending enough time teaching.42 A survey of primary schools in seven Afri-
can countries found that of teachers present in school, on average 45 percent 
are not in classrooms teaching. The study found that primary school students 
receive less than 2.5 hours of teaching a day, less than half of the intended 
instructional time (see Figure 3).43 Previous studies cite work-related out-of- 
school duties (such as attending in-service training) and personal illness as 
the primary reasons for absences and find higher absence rates for poorer, 
remote schools.44 A recent study in India found a 19 percent overall rate of 
absenteeism among teachers, yet absences without reason accounted for 
only 2.5 percent – the rest were due to authorized leave (such as medical 
leave) and official academic, administrative, and other departmental duties.45 
These studies suggest that multiple, interacting, and systemwide factors 
affect teacher absenteeism. Reasons for insufficient time on instruction can 
include: administration and classroom management (which take an estimated 
20 percent of time),46 classroom management,47 non-instructional duties,48 
and ineffective accountability systems and misaligned incentive structures.49
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Teachers often work in relative isolation and are expected to fulfill increas-
ingly diverse roles50 to address a wider range of student learning needs. 
Competing demands often mean they cannot focus on what is known to 
improve learning and on top of this they receive limited support. In the World 
Teacher Survey across 166 countries, 41 percent of teachers cited managing 
student behavior as a challenge, making it the top professional concern, along 
with managing mixed ability classes.51

The education workforce is not designed to deliver inclusive education. Class-
room teachers are tasked with understanding and meeting the diverse needs 
of all their students (including first generation, multiple languages, diverse 
backgrounds, interrupted education, and special needs), often with training 
that is highly generic.52 This is especially challenging when they are expected 
to work alone in classrooms with large class sizes and limited support staff. 
In many cases, specialist inclusion roles that could support teachers do not 
exist and inclusive practices are rarely embedded in classroom practice. This 
can be due to insufficient data and evidence on what roles are required and 
to low prioritization in both policy and funding support. 

Inequities in the workforce itself are rarely recognized or addressed in the 
design, training, professional development, or career opportunities for the 
workforce. This can lead to a workforce that is not representative of the popu-
lation it serves in terms of gender, disabilities, ethnic, and linguistic groups. For 
example, in Sierra Leone, only 27 percent of teachers at primary level and 14 
percent at secondary level are female.53 This has immediate consequences for 
girls’ enrollment, retention, and achievement as well as the school culture and 
longer-term impact on girls’ aspirations, safety in school, and job prospects.54

Of all
teachers in 
7 African 
countries:

77% 55% 45%
Are present
at school

Are present in
classrooms

Are actually  
in classrooms 
teaching

Source: Data from Bold, Tessa, Deon Filmer, Gayle Martin, Ezequiel Molina, Brian Stacy, Christophe Rockmore, Brian Stacy, Jakob Svensson,  
and Waly Wane. 2017. “What Do Teachers Know and Do? Does It Matter? Evidence from Primary Schools in Africa.” Background paper to the World 
Development Report 2018. Washington, DC: World Bank.

Figure 3 – Teachers’ time at primary school level
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Too little attention is paid to leadership and management roles. School and 
district leaders are increasingly viewed as instructional leaders, but in practice 
tend to focus on administrative and supervisory activities.55 They are rarely 
selected, trained, or professionally developed to focus on leading learning and 
school improvement.56 In some systems, appropriate roles and job descrip-
tions do exist, but are not enacted in practice. 

The expertise of the education workforce itself is not always used to inform 
workforce reform. In the latest Status of Teachers survey, 29 percent of unions 
responded that they were rarely or never consulted on education policy. Thir-
ty-three percent reported that they are not consulted on the development and 
selection of teaching materials, and 25 percent reported not being consulted 
on curriculum development.57 Failure to take advantage of the education work-
force’s ability to highlight unforeseen risks and opportunities can lead to less 
effective design and implementation of reforms. Roles beyond teachers are 
rarely unionized and therefore also rarely consulted. 

3. Current design and system failures hinder the workforce from keeping 
pace with change.

Workforce design is still largely based on a model of education that was cre-
ated to meet the labor needs of the Industrial Revolution and organized on the 
principle of mass production.58 Some of the best systems have started to adapt 
and innovate beyond this model. Wider global trends, as well as shifts in edu-
cation itself, are changing the understanding of what teaching and learning can 
look like. Exploring how the teacher and other education roles need to change 
in response is critical, yet few education systems have experimented so far.

In many developing contexts, the data and knowledge necessary to man-
age the education workforce or make strategic changes are often limited or 
unavailable. Only half of the countries surveyed about monitoring information 
on SDG 4 had any data available on teacher attrition rates or teacher training 
from the previous year.59 The quality and relevance of data that does exist is 
often poor60 and data on other roles within the workforce besides teachers 
is rarely collected. Systems can often be data-rich but not data-driven, miss-
ing opportunities to better understand sector and education workforce needs 
and learn from policy implementation. In an analysis of how countries used 
their EMIS, only 10 percent of countries used the data to help integrate hard-
to-reach areas and only 7 percent used student assessment data to identify 
support needed for teachers.61 System conditions like these and others – crit-
ically the political economy dynamics – can either drive the pace of progress 
or perpetuate inertia. 

Rather than being valued and empowered to innovate, teachers are too often 
perceived as obstacles rather than agents of change. Many successful sys-
tems have shown that as skill levels in the education workforce increase, so 
too should their autonomy and freedom to innovate and improve. High-per-
forming systems like those in Singapore and Ontario, Canada, use the strong 
skill base of their teachers to give them a high degree of freedom to develop 
their own solutions and approaches, encouraging teachers to learn from and 
innovate with their peers.62 

Too little attention has 
been paid to leadership 
and management roles

Chapter 2 
Reimagining the education 
workforce 

Current design and 
system failures hinder 
the workforce from 
keeping pace with 
change



42

Given the scale and urgency of the learning crisis and the critical role the edu-
cation workforce can play in tackling it, the potential of education’s biggest 
asset and investment – its workforce – must be harnessed by better strength-
ening and designing it to achieve SDG 4.

2.4 Global trends and opportunities to reimagine  
the education workforce

Global trends are driving change in some societies and economies at a faster 
pace than ever before.63 While these trends might put additional pressure on 
already struggling systems and workforces, they also provide opportunities 
to reimagine the education workforce needed for the future. 

Demographic shifts and evolving familial arrangements contribute to diver-
sity. Continued population growth, especially in the least developed countries, 
along with greater urbanization and migration64 means planning for education 
will require robust data to ensure resources are deployed where they are most 
needed. Targeted approaches to attracting, training, deploying, developing, 
and retaining the education workforce in both rural and disadvantaged urban 
areas will be more important than ever to ensure that inequality is not exac-
erbated. Schools will need to ensure they are engaging with their changing 
communities in effective ways. Evolving familial arrangements and values, as 
well as shifts in attitudes around traditional gender roles and stereotypes,65 
mean education systems must consider how the composition of their work-
force reflects and supports these new realities. 

Environmental change impacts the health and management of our societies. 
Most predictions suggest that climate change will have unprecedented influ-
ence on where people can settle, grow food, build cities, and provide key ser-
vices in the future.66 The education workforce has an increasingly important 
role to play in developing the skills and knowledge, responsible attitudes, and 
sustainable behaviors needed to meet the mounting pressure of increasing 
environmental insecurity.67 

Scientific and technological growth and innovation spark the need for a wider 
range of skills and are raising fundamental questions about what it means to 
work and live in this century. This includes growth in increased automation, 
big data, more sophisticated Information and Communication Technology 
(ICTs), and artificial intelligence. Education systems and their workforce will 
have to ensure that students learn both the foundational and wider set of new 
skills needed, as well as support students to continuously learn and manage 
complex ways of thinking and working in increasingly complex societies.68 
Systems will also need to consider how these tools can support the workforce 
to be more effective.

While much is written about the global drivers transforming societies and 
economies, the future is rarely predictable. 
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There are also trends specific to education that need to be taken into account 
when considering how education can transform for the future.

Advances in neuroscience have led to a greater understanding of how the 
brain works, with implications for cognitive and behavioral development and 
the ways that adults and children learn best. For example, evidence shows 
that stunting and other early childhood development deficiencies impact cog-
nitive development and learning performance from the beginning of a child’s 
life.69 Greater understanding of how the brain works has implications for the 
delivery of education; the design of learning spaces and experiences; teaching 
methodologies and language of instruction; and harnessing the motivation of 
both the education workforce and students.

Greater connectivity and more sophisticated ICTs are already changing how 
education is delivered and how children are learning. As connectivity and 
technology continue to spread and become more widely accessible, the dig-
ital and tech-related skills required from students and the education work-
force are becoming more prominent. More evidence is required to understand 
the impact of these technologies on learning experiences and outcomes. As 
countries establish strong foundational skills and labor markets begin to shift 
toward the technological frontier, they clearly will need to invest more to sup-
port the expansion of secondary and higher education.70

Education curriculum policy is moving towards a broader set of skills and 
greater pedagogical innovation.71 The policy shifts reflect a recognition that 
greater learner agency is required to support lifelong learning in and beyond 
school.72 Personalized approaches are one of the responses put forward to 
enable students to have greater agency in their own learning trajectories. If 
adopted, these will impact teachers’ roles and instructional strategies in the 
future.

Learning environments are becoming more diversified, from students’ inde-
pendent use of technology to multi-age learning groups. This includes any 
combination of changes in location, types of spaces, configurations, resources, 
and tools utilized, creating a more multidimensional ecosystem of learning.73 
Research on innovative learning environments shows trends towards opening 
up classroom doors so that teaching can be shared, and breaking down the 
close association between a particular learning space and a single teacher.74 
Examples include mixed-aged learning groups and opening up the classroom 
to the wider community. Schools are starting to integrate “digital spaces” into 
formal learning. These diversified environments are facilitating more person-
alized approaches to learning. 

Networking is becoming more complex and widespread in contemporary 
learning systems. Innovations in technology and management are facilitat-
ing organic networks of practitioners that are able to share proven practices 
and collaborate in ways that were unthinkable in previous generations. Wider 
opportunities for partnerships both within learning environments and external 
to them – including families and communities, higher education, cultural insti-
tutions, and businesses – could support broader education goals.75 

“What we do know is that 
underlying all these shifts  
is a deepening complexity  
and increasing speed of 
change that require urgent 
action from education 
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These key trends in education, as well as wider economic and societal shifts, 
are changing our understanding of education goals, how it is provided, where 
it takes place, and who is responsible for it. However, the definition and role 
of the teacher has remained largely static over the past decades. These trends 
provide an opportunity to reimagine teachers’ professional roles and provide 
additional reasons to better design and strengthen the education workforce 
to meet the needs of this century.
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The report’s vision for an education workforce able to deliver on SDG 4 includes 
three interacting stages: 1) immediate incremental change to address the 
most pressing challenges through strengthening the existing workforce, 2) a 
shift to a team-based education workforce through nurturing learning teams, 
and 3) a more paradigm-shifting change through transforming an education 
system into a learning system. 

The process of change will not be linear, however. In line with recent literature 
on innovation and political change processes,76 reform will be an interactive 
and iterative process in which the workforce is continuously strengthening, 
forming the basis for the creation of learning teams and learning systems. 
Given that challenges vary between and within countries, these visions will 
need to adapt to the needs of the specific context and are likely to involve 
hybrid approaches. Advancing these visions will depend on the political 
economy and financial support. Lessons from previous education workforce 
reforms, political economy, and costing and financing implications of future 
reforms will be considered in Chapter 7.
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Figure 4 – Three interacting visions for the education workforce to reach system goals
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Vision 1: Strengthening the education workforce

Strengthening the education workforce envisions an effective education 
workforce at all levels in the system with consistent and coherent 
approaches to the professionalization of teachers and other key roles 
throughout the workforce life cycle, ranging from recruitment and 
preparation to professional development and career progression to 
leadership and management. 

Rationale
Some countries face significant shortages of teachers. Many countries have 
large numbers of teachers, but many are unable to meet a minimum teaching 
standard. Some countries also have ineffective leadership and management 
structures. In these countries, the priority is to establish the foundations for an 
effective workforce that address these key challenges and treat teachers and 
other key roles (such as school leaders and district officials) as professionals so 
education systems can attract higher-quality entrants and strengthen the work-
force already in place. In some cases, this will involve acting on policies or job 
descriptions that may already be in place by addressing implementation chal-
lenges such as those posed by the political economy (see Chapter 7). In other 
situations, new policies or approaches will need to be considered. This vision 
is about strengthening the existing human capital of the education system.

Evidence
This vision draws on evidence from education system reform and promising 
practices, primarily in low- and middle-income countries. Evidence on system-
wide workforce reform is more limited.

Interaction with the other visions
When strengthening the existing workforce, it is essential to lay the ground-
work for more transformational change through the proposed learning teams 
and learning systems. As a first step, the professionalization of roles beyond 
teachers is critical. Strengthening the workforce is an important process at 
any stage of development and should be ongoing as countries build learning 
teams and learning systems.

Vision 2: Developing learning teams

The current education workforce model in most education systems is built 
around a “one teacher to one classroom” model in which teachers work in 
relative isolation with limited support and often with challenging conditions 
such as large class sizes. To address this and other challenges, this report 
proposes the development of learning teams aligned with what works to 
improve education outcomes.

Learning teams collaborate inside the classroom, within schools, 
within districts, and even at the national and international levels. These 
teams of professionals collectively focus on improving the learning and 
inclusion of all students and continually learn themselves.Chapter 3 
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Rationale
The learning team approach is informed by workforce effectiveness theory77 
and based on a concept of professionalism that leverages the collective 
capacity of a group of people as opposed to focusing solely on developing 
the skills of individuals. It enables a group of people to use their diverse skill 
sets and other characteristics to work towards a shared vision78 and is at 
the heart of the OECD’s study on schools as learning organizations79 where 
all staff learn to work together and learn collectively.80 A meta-analysis of 
factors influencing student achievement identified collective teacher efficacy 
as the single most powerful characteristic of highly effective schools and the 
top factor influencing student achievement.81 Developing learning teams is 
about investing in the “social capital” in addition to the “human capital” of 
the workforce.

Box 3: Benefits of the learning team approach

• More effective teaching: Planning and teaching in teams; peer collabo-
ration; coaching and mentoring; learning assistants and trainee teach-
ers supporting proven teaching and learning strategies 

• More instructional time: Learning assistants and trainee teachers sup-
porting classroom management and routine/administrative activities 
task shifted to these roles; administrative support and technology 

• Greater access to specialist expertise: Identifying gaps in subject and 
pedagogy expertise and devising solutions to provide needed expertise 
potentially across schools, harnessing technology where appropriate

• Better support for inclusion: Access to specialist inclusion expertise, 
classroom support for children with greatest needs, and better links to 
the community

• On-the-job learning and support: Planning and teaching in teams; peer 
collaboration; coaching and mentoring

• Improved workforce motivation: More team working, support, develop-
ment, and variety of career opportunities

Learning teams would be formed in different ways depending on contextual 
needs. They can include a variety of professionals – qualified teachers, other 
teaching and learning roles, leadership and management, and welfare profes-
sionals – inside the classroom, within and across schools, and at all levels in 
the system. At the school level, by organizing teams with differentiated roles 
(such as classroom teachers, learning assistants, trainee teachers, and inclu-
sion specialists) that optimize specific skillsets and reorienting school leader 
roles towards instructional leadership and inclusion, learning teams would 
provide more effective teaching and better support for inclusion and improve 
on the job learning, support, and motivation.

A learning team approach at the class level ensures that all the critical edu-
cation functions are shared across a team and not concentrated on a single 
teacher. Figure 5 illustrates the shift from a typical current class design to 
a learning team design, which reorganizes key functions, including teaching 
and learning, student welfare, instructional leadership, and operations and 
administration.
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Developing learning teams does not necessarily involve hiring many new 
roles. It entails diagnosing the challenges, understanding what roles and 
skills exist, considering how best to utilize them in a team, realigning roles, 
prioritizing any new roles to the areas of greatest need, and enabling more 
teamwork. This includes the following approaches which are outlined in more 
detail in Chapter 5: optimizing the right skills and expertise of the workforce; 
reorienting school leader roles to instructional leadership and inclusion; reori-
enting the district to provide instructional leadership and data-driven improve-
ment, targeting those most in need; shifting state focus to evidence-based 
strategic change in collaboration with the workforce; and creating structures 
and practices to enable education professionals to work in learning teams at 
all levels in the system.

Evidence
While the importance of a wider set of actors to achieve education objectives 
is increasingly recognized in the education sector,82 team-based approaches 
that focus on the optimal allocation of skills have not been systematically 
explored. 

Team-based approaches are more common in other sectors. For example, in 
early childhood development (ECD), increased understanding of the diverse 
and complex learning and development needs of young children has resulted 
in a diversified professional workforce with the expertise to meet those needs. 

Current  
class design

Learning  
team design

Figure 5 - Comparison between current class design and learning team design

  Teaching and learning
  Operations and administration

  Student welfare
  Instructional leadership

Key to functions:  Learners
  Teacher

Note: In the learning team design, the functions are shared between a team and would be undertaken by different 
roles depending on the context.

Source: Education Commission, 2019
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Professionals with diverse skillsets from different sectors and with varying 
levels of training work collaboratively in various configurations.83 In the health 
sector, team-based approaches have improved the quality of service delivery 
and health outcomes84 and are more cost-effective. The health sector uses a 
method called “skill mix analysis” to find the optimal configuration of a health 
workforce team. This can lead to task shifting for a more efficient use of the 
available human resources, and where new cadres of roles are required, spe-
cific training is provided.85 While there are critical differences in ECD, health, 
and education systems, taking a team-based approach provides a new lens 
for reimagining the education workforce needed for inclusive quality educa-
tion for all. 

As the idea of learning teams is relatively new in education, especially in 
low-income contexts, testing the approach at a larger scale and evaluating 
its long-term benefits will be critical for successful implementation.

Interaction with the other visions
In some low-capacity and low-income contexts, governments may not yet feel 
ready to consider the learning team approach. However, even in these con-
texts, learning teams provide new ways to address immediate challenges and 
harness existing expertise and human capacity to develop a more effective 
workforce. Any strengthening of the workforce should take into account the 
opportunity to incorporate the relevant learning team approaches.

Vision 3: Transforming an education system  
into a learning system 

Learning systems harness learning teams, networks of education 
professionals, cross-sectoral partnerships data, and evidence to create a 
system that is coherently organized with a focus on learning and able to 
learn and adapt itself.

Rationale
One of the key challenges outlined in Chapter 2 is the inability of education 
systems to keep pace with change. A learning system approach seeks to 
address this by building on the learning team approach and maximizing the 
collective capacity of professionals, creating a self-improving system able to 
learn and adapt to change. 

As the capacity of education professionals grows, school networks become 
the engine of professional development: skilled school-based practitioners 
begin to share their expertise and knowledge across school networks and 
beyond86 (see Box 4). Such networks have been able to organize the diverse 
expertise needed to solve complex educational issues and to quickly spread 
lessons learned in one part of the network to another.87 Effective networks in 
education “promote the dissemination of good practice, enhance the profes-
sional development of teachers, support capacity building in schools, mediate 
between centralized and decentralized structures, re-culture educational orga-
nizations and systems, and support innovation in times of change.”88 Through 
networks, the education system can engage and connect to other important 
actors – such as employers, new innovators, and other sectors – who can 

Taking a team-based 
approach provides a new
lens for reimagining the 
education workforce
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work in partnership with schools to improve student outcomes and close 
achievement gaps for marginalized students more rapidly.89 

To work in this way, new types of education workforce roles will be required. 
For example, the best practitioners would move into system leadership roles 
to provide subject, pedagogical, or leadership support to other schools. The 
district could become smaller and more strategic, focusing on quality assur-
ance of practitioner-based professional development, identifying and scaling 
high-impact practices, and providing strategic management to ensure equita-
ble resourcing. New and existing roles at the school and district levels would 
become more external facing, forging partnerships with actors outside the 
education sector.

Figure 6 depicts how a learning system would build on learning teams, 
forming networks and harnessing cross-sectoral partnerships. The way this 
report conceptualizes a learning system involves four approaches outlined in 
Chapter 6: exploring innovative learning configurations to address individual 
needs; developing school networks and harnessing system leaders; lever-
aging cross-sectoral partnerships to support broader education goals; and 
encouraging a research and development culture at all levels in the system 
where high-impact innovations are identified and scaled.

Box 4:  Defining networks for a learning system

The OECD’s Networks of Innovation: Towards New Models for Managing 
Schools and Systems distinguishes a network in education as “distinct 
from traditional forms of grouping schools and systems – the concept of 
a network stresses the idea of a community as the common element and 
the principal connection between institutions. Schools are not just ‘clus-
ters,’ which connotes geographical proximity, nor ‘groups,’ which suggests 
an almost accidental agglomeration of disparate institutions. Rather, net-
works are associated with each other in forms of connection that have 
been deliberately established and worked on in pursuit of common inter-
ests and goals.”

“Educational networks can be created at regional, national, and interna-
tional levels and can be horizontal (connecting individual teachers/princi-
pals or individual schools) or vertical (connecting functionally different but 
interdependent educational institutions, such as schools, school boards, 
education researchers, and ministries of education). One of the primary 
aims of networks is to create opportunities for ongoing exchange and col-
laboration of education practitioners.”

Reference: Hopkins, David. 2003. “Understanding Networks for Innovation in Policy and 
Practice” in Networks of Innovation: Towards New Models for Managing Schools and 
Systems. Paris: OECD Publishing.

Learning systems 
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  Teaching and learning
  Operations and administration
  Student welfare
  Instructional leadership
  Cross-sectoral partnerships

   School

   District

    State

Key to functions at school levelKey to shapes

A learning 
system

Figure 6 - Transforming learning teams into a learning system
Source: Education Commission, 2019
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Evidence
For this more aspirational future vision, the report considers evidence from a 
range of sectors, including public-service reform, systemic innovation litera-
ture, innovative education models from developing and developed countries, 
emerging thought leadership, and global and education trends. This vision is 
informed by research on the power of networks and improvement science90 
– a disciplined approach to accelerate how a field learns to improve and facili-
tate innovation.91 This has enabled “thinking forward” to consider how a future 
education workforce can incorporate a learning systems approach. 

While some of the best performing systems already incorporate elements 
of a learning system, this future vision, by its very nature, draws upon less 
evidence, especially from education systems in developing countries. A new 
report on education innovations notes that “such is the urgency of the learning 
crisis that [the lack of evidence on system transformation] should not stop 
the endeavour and bold experimentation.”92 More research is needed to pro-
totype and evaluate these approaches for education, especially in low-income 
contexts.

Interaction with the other visions
Aspects of a learning system may seem aspirational for some countries, but 
the aim is to provide a vision for countries to work towards or test elements 
of as part of the development of their education system. This is based on 
the assumption that countries do not develop in a linear way. They may prog-
ress through interacting stages and should have the opportunity to leapfrog93 
where possible. Transforming into a learning system will also impact the way 
education systems strengthen their workforce and build learning teams.
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 To attract high-quality candidates and raise the status of the education pro-
fession, reforms need to professionalize teachers and other key workforce 
roles throughout the workforce life cycle: from recruitment to initial training 
to professional development and career progression. These policies should 
be coherent, support each other, and align with other education policies 
such as curriculum policy.

 Recruitment should be merit-based and where possible based on clearly de-
fined dispositions and capabilities. The workforce should be representative 
of the population it serves. For underserved areas, systems should consid-
er hiring directly from these areas, and where necessary provide alternative 
training routes that address the needs of the local population.

 Evidence from high-performing education systems shows that improving 
the standard of initial teacher training is critical for improving learning out-
comes. Teacher training institutions and their workforce will need support to 
reform. Investments in initial teacher training should be based on evidence 
of what works such as a stronger emphasis on addressing trainees’ founda-
tional knowledge before building and applying robust subject and pedagog-
ical knowledge; more school-based practicum; and teacher training aligned 
to the curriculum and context. Training courses should be inclusive in terms 
of trainee accessibility, course content, and trainers. Induction programs for 
those entering new roles and mentoring during the initial years should be 
encouraged.

 Professional development opportunities should be more widely available to 
all teachers and other key staff and evaluated for their effectiveness. These 
should be practice-based cycles focused on improving learning outcomes. 
Evidence suggests professional development is most effective when it is 
focused on a specific subject, tailored to topics relevant to the local context, 
and provides supporting materials, coaching, and collaboration opportuni-
ties to complement training. Low-tech approaches can facilitate profession-
al development when combined with face to face approaches. For teachers 
who lack core competencies, a range of pedagogical support strategies, in-
cluding structured pedagogy and frequent formative assessment could be 
considered until their competencies are further developed. Career progres-
sion should be based on achievement of professional skills and competen-
cies and result in salary increases.

 Workforce management policies must address the root causes of work-
force absenteeism. For example, salaries must be set at the same level as 
similarly qualified professionals, paid on time, and easily accessible. Re-
quests for teachers to undertake activities that impact scheduled instruc-
tional time should be minimized, and fair accountability mechanisms should 
be established. 

 Deployment systems should use robust data to better match supply and 
demand, take into account workforce preferences, and ensure equitable re-
source distribution. Data should also be used to target specialized support 
to schools, prioritizing the most marginalized.

Key messages  
for policymakers
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In many education systems, strengthening the existing workforce should be 
an urgent priority as it will lay the foundation for further reforms.Recruiting 
and deploying teachers to address teacher shortages and ensuring that exist-
ing teachers meet minimum teaching standards and are motivated to teach 
are critical challenges, particularly in low-income countries. But strengthening 
the workforce is an ongoing process that should be sustained throughout the 
move towards learning teams (Vision 2) and learning systems (Vision 3) and 
during each stage of reform.

The policies and practices below are based on the best evidence and exam-
ples available and are drawn from low- and middle-income countries where 
possible. They represent options, recognizing that each country will need to 
focus on the most relevant policies and practices for their own needs. Each 
country will also need to ensure that policies across the workforce life cycle – 
from recruitment and preparation to professional development and career pro-
gression to workforce management – are coherent and align with other edu-
cation system reforms such as curriculum reform or inspection processes. 

This section is structured using the following workforce life cycle and the four 
key elements that need to be strengthened:

  
4.1 Recruit the right people to the right places 

Many countries struggle to recruit highly qualified people to the education 
sector. To recruit the right people to the right places, education systems can 
focus on three key strategies:

1. Strengthen professionalization throughout the workforce life cycle
2. Select based on capabilities
3. Develop alternative routes into teaching

Approaches to more effective deployment are discussed under leadership and 
management of the workforce (see Section 4.4).

1. Strengthen professionalization throughout the workforce life cycle

In many contexts, the teaching profession is characterized by low pay, low 
prestige, and low status and is seen as a “profession of last resort.” This can 
make attracting high-quality candidates difficult, especially in low-resource 
contexts where demands from competing sectors can be high.94 

Successful education systems demonstrate that higher-skilled individuals 
can be attracted to the workforce if roles are continuously professional-
ized throughout the life cycle. Countries have sought to raise the status of 
teachers by establishing professional teaching standards, making routes into 
teaching attractive, accessible, and fair, and ensuring minimum standards for 
pay and working conditions. This process should include salary structures 
that recognize and reward teachers with experience and highly accomplished 
skills, as well as differentiated career structures, training, and development 
programs that enable the workforce to build its own capacity and professional 
knowledge base. An important consideration is how attractive the profession 
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is vis a vis other professions, and how reforms may affect this equilibrium over 
time. This all requires investment, but the reward is more effective teachers 
and students who learn more, stay in school longer, and form the potential 
pipeline for higher-quality teachers. Chile provides an example of such an 
approach (see Box 5). 

Box 5: Chile’s approach to teacher professionalization

Chile has used a life cycle approach to professionalization and introduced 
reforms throughout the education workforce life cycle to make careers 
in education more attractive and rewarding. While several measures are 
currently under evaluation, anecdotal evidence suggests that they have 
contributed towards improving the status of teachers. 

First, incentives such as prestigious scholarship programs have made 
routes into teaching more attractive to the brightest candidates. These 
schemes also address equity issues by specifically targeting students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds and requiring that scholars teach for 
three years in designated “vulnerable schools.” Stricter entry requirements 
for education/pedagogy courses have also been introduced. 

Second, a new pay scale benchmarked to performance has been intro-
duced. Teachers benefit from professional mentors and free training, and 
from induction throughout their teaching career, to support their progres-
sion up the pay scale. The number of designated hours for non-teaching 
tasks such as lesson planning, reviews of assessments, and peer collab-
oration has been increased and is protected by law. Teachers are actively 
encouraged to collaborate with other teachers at their schools as well as 
engage with professional teacher networks. 

Early results show that despite the increased entry requirements for teach-
ing qualifications, reforms have not adversely affected the number of 
teaching candidates.

Reference: Naylor, Ruth, Charlotte Jones and Pearl Boateng (Education Development 
Trust). 2019. “Strengthening the Education Workforce.” Forthcoming Background Paper 
for Transforming the Education Workforce: Learning Teams for a Learning Generation. 
New York: Education Commission.

Simply raising requirements for entry into the teaching profession based on 
qualifications, without other reforms to make teaching more attractive, can 
be counterproductive. When teacher qualifications become too selective, the 
supply of qualified teachers may become limited, forcing systems to recruit 
unqualified and untrained teachers. Thus, raising entry requirements alone can 
actually lead to a reduction in the number of appropriately trained teachers.95 
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2. Select based on clearly defined capabilities

In many contexts, recruitment of teachers and other roles is subject to polit-
ical patronage. Teacher recruitment processes tend to emphasize academic 
qualifications rather than observations of the candidate’s teaching ability.96 
Leaders and managers are often recruited from the teacher workforce based 
on years of service and qualifications, and in some cases personal connec-
tions, rather than the leadership competencies required. Selection processes 
in some contexts disadvantage women, leading to underrepresentation of 
women in leadership roles.97 These recruitment challenges can result in teach-
ers without the skills to teach effectively and school and district staff without 
the capacity to lead and manage. 

New and more effective approaches to teacher selection are urgently needed. 
These should be based on the functions and capabilities required, rather than 
solely on academic qualifications, and targeted at high achieving candidates. 
This is important because evidence indicates that, beyond a given threshold, 
there is no relationship between a teacher’s academic qualifications and pupil 
performance.98 Compared to other sectors, there is limited systematic research 
on effective education workforce recruitment practices.99 Evidence from other 
sectors suggests that selection processes should take into account a breadth 
of skills and dispositions beyond cognitive traits associated with good teach-
ing. Several universities have been developing teacher selection tools, such 
as the University of Melbourne’s Teacher Capability Assessment Tool100 and 
the Teacher Selection Project, which is researching ways to develop contextu-
alized, evidence-based teacher selection frameworks in the United Kingdom, 
Australia, Finland, Lithuania, and Malawi. These projects aim to identify and 
select for the soft skills, attributes, and dispositions related to effective teach-
ing. Atlanta public schools in the United States are exploring the use of video 
interviews to assess these competencies and reduce recruitment costs.101 
Prestigious scholarship programs can make routes into teaching attractive, 
supporting selection of the brightest candidates (see Chile example in Box 5). 

In all cases, workforce selection should be a merit-based process that avoids 
political patronage. Several countries (such as India and Pakistan) have intro-
duced tests for teacher candidates, but their effectiveness still needs to be 
evaluated. In Mexico, moving from a political process to a test-based teacher 
selection process was associated with a boost in student learning. The test 
itself was not good at predicting teacher effectiveness, but just having a test 
deterred many low-skilled candidates from applying.102 

School and district leadership and management should be selected based 
on demonstrated leadership dispositions and management competencies 
rather than just length of service. Competencies such as leading change, 
collaborative leadership, knowledge management, and data analysis should 
be considered.103 Education reforms in Punjab, Pakistan, explicitly put in place 
recruitment systems104 for the district-level workforce to ensure competen-
cy-based selection of teacher mentors. Selection was based on tests for ped-
agogical knowledge as well as coaching and leadership skills.105 
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In Kenya and Rwanda, the Education Development Trust’s system leadership 
programs select participants based on wider leadership competencies (includ-
ing coaching skills), their drive and capacity to improve performance in schools, 
and their approach to inclusive education. A district stakeholder panel collects 
evidence through interviews, evidence statements, and school visits to observe 
leadership practices.106 

3. Develop alternative routes into teaching and ensure  
an inclusive workforce

Many countries face teacher shortages. In some countries, the shortage is 
in terms of absolute numbers of teachers, and in others it is specific to cer-
tain locations, subjects, or underrepresented groups who may not be able to 
access traditional routes into teaching. One cause is the low completion rates 
for secondary education (e.g. less than 25 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa107) 
and an even smaller percentage of tertiary graduates (e.g. 10 percent tertiary 
gross enrollment rate for Sub-Saharan Africa108). With such a small pipeline 
of potential teachers, some education systems are forced to recruit teachers 
without the necessary skills and expertise. This fuels the vicious circle of 
poorly educated students becoming teachers who then provide inadequate 
teaching to the next generation. 

Many countries are addressing absolute teacher shortages by increasing 
their investment in education to keep up with rising student populations and/
or reduce class sizes. For example, Senegal has invested heavily in educa-
tion, consistently spending over 20 percent of all government expenditure on 
education since 2009.109 Between 2008 and 2014, it decreased the number 
of primary students per trained teacher from 79 to 45.110 Of course, not all 
countries will be able replicate this success given the investment required and 
availability of a ready pipeline of potential teachers.

Some countries have used short-term solutions to address teacher short-
ages, but these can have long-term consequences for professionalism. 
These include “fast track” routes into teaching or a reduction in the length of 
teacher training courses to meet the urgent demand for additional teachers. 
If these training routes are combined with lower entry criteria to expand the 
pool of potential candidates, this can have long-term negative consequences 
for the quality and professional status of teachers.111 Employment of unqual-
ified teachers on short-term contracts also has negative long-term impacts. 
These have mixed evidence of effectiveness,112 do not provide a long-term 
sustainable solution, and challenge professionalism.113 

To expand the pool of potential recruits and address the need for more quali-
fied and trained teachers – including more women – countries have recruited 
teachers directly from underserved areas or provided pathways to qualifi-
cation for unqualified teachers and trained them in schools supported by 
distance learning. Both Malawi and Tanzania have recruited teachers from 
underserved areas and provided paper-based distance teacher training.114 In 
the Gambia, unqualified teachers are recruited locally and given in-service 
training that brings them to qualified status in three years.115 Evidence on the 
success rates of these programs has not been found (more approaches to 
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develop unqualified teachers can be found in Section 4.3). Alternatively, it 
might be more appropriate to train some unqualified teachers to undertake 
learning assistant or community education worker roles, working in teams 
with qualified teachers (see Chapter 5 on learning teams). 

In Sierra Leone, GATE provides a bridging program for women by combining 
working as learning assistants in a local primary school with a distance learning 
program. The women then earn their teaching qualification after 12-18 months. 
The program has been shown to promote learning and aspiration, particularly 
with female students.116 

Interim strategies may be needed to meet a temporary shortage of quali-
fied teachers while training systems expand. Developing a long-term teacher 
pipeline can take time, especially in contexts where the supply of secondary 
school graduates with good subject knowledge is limited. Interim strategies 
include using video or radio technology to broadcast lessons requiring sub-
ject expertise to children without appropriately qualified teachers (see the 
MGCubed example in Chapter 5). In the Gambia and Malawi, retired teach-
ers were allowed to remain employed on temporary contracts as “month-to-
month” employees and received a fixed salary or gratuity payment along with 
their pensions.117 The learning team approach described in Chapter 5 outlines 
an interim strategy to create a teaching and learning team that could include 
a qualified teacher, learning assistant (or community volunteer in low-income 
countries), and/or trainee teacher to help manage large classes with multiple 
learner and language needs.

To address teacher shortages in specific locations or subjects, incentives 
can be effective but often only in the short term and at a cost. Some countries 
(e.g. Ghana) require newly trained teachers to do a minimum service in rural 
schools. While this fills a short-term need, retention in these posts is low.118 
In Ghana, when pairs of students who had trained together were posted to 
remote schools together, this helped to increase uptake of rural postings.119 
Targeted incentives, such as remote service allowances, provision of housing, 
or accelerated promotion routes can be effective,120 but have cost implica-
tions. While there is little empirical evidence on gender aspects of teacher 
deployment, promising strategies to encourage female teachers to accept 
positions in rural areas include career guarantees for accompanying spouses, 
housing and other incentives, and provision of in-situ training.121

Subject-specific incentives for candidates to study education courses in sub-
jects with a limited teacher supply can work,122 but they need to take place 
in conjunction with other efforts to increase overall motivation, morale, and 
retention. Examples include the South African Funza Lushaka Bursary Pro-
gramme and the Mathematics and Teacher Intern Programme, which have 
improved enrollment in Bachelor of Education and Postgraduate Certificate 
in Education courses in STEM and ICT subjects.123

New approaches are needed to ensure routes into teaching are accessible for 
underrepresented groups. Traditional routes are often inaccessible to people 
with disabilities and people from minority groups. This can contribute to their 
underrepresentation in the workforce and reinforce a negative feedback loop 
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of inequality. Alternative routes could facilitate greater representation. Some 
examples exist, but more research is required. 

In Mozambique, Escolas de Professores do Futuro community-based teacher 
training colleges (TTC) have offered teacher education programs for visually 
impaired primary school teachers in rural areas for over 10 years. Each year, 
visually impaired graduates from mainstream schools are identified with assis-
tance from the local school for the blind and encouraged to apply for a scholar-
ship at a specialist TTC. During their training, visually impaired student teachers 
teach in practice schools nearby. As a result, communities have become accus-
tomed to visually impaired teachers, resulting in a positive change of attitude 
and helping create a more welcoming environment for teachers and students 
with disabilities.124

4.2 Prepare, train, and induct the workforce

In many countries, initial teacher training (ITT) systems do not equip trainees 
with the skills needed to provide quality instruction. Teacher educators them-
selves often have limited classroom experience and poor training on the most 
effective pedagogical approaches for the level they are training teachers for.125 
In one study, most of the teacher educators in primary teacher training insti-
tutions in Eritrea and Zambia were actually drawn from secondary schools.126 
The logistical challenges of supervising trainees in schools and hierarchical 
relationships between teacher educators and teachers can make increasing 
the amount of supervised practicum difficult.127 Furthermore, attrition rates 
tend to be highest for teachers in the first few years after they enter the pro-
fession, as they often have to manage the challenges of a move to a new 
location and a new job.128 Overall, there is a lack of coherence between initial 
teacher training and professional development across an education system, 
and teacher education is a fragmented experience for most.129 Initial training, 
induction, and mentoring programs for school principals and district roles are 
limited.130

The evidence from high-performing education systems such as South Korea 
and Vietnam shows that investment to improve the standard of initial teacher 
training is critical for improving learning outcomes.131 Reform in this area can 
be challenging due to the institutional changes required. However, investing in 
initial teacher training to ensure that high-quality teachers enter the workforce 
is likely to be more cost effective than relying on a remedial approach through 
in-service training.132

To strengthen workforce preparation, education systems should: 
1. Raise the standard of initial teacher training to focus on what 

works to train teachers and align to contextual needs 
2. Provide all new role holders with structured induction and support 
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1.  Raise the standard of initial teacher training to focus  
on what works and align to need

A recent OECD report on initial teacher preparation highlights the importance 
of viewing teacher training as a continuum, with initial teacher training as 
just the beginning of a career of professional development. The report also 
stresses the need for strong partnerships among stakeholders (universities, 
schools, policymakers, and unions) and mechanisms for making collaboration 
among the different partners and institutions at different levels in the system 
more effective.133

Investments in ITT should be based on evidence of what works, and teacher 
training institutions and their workforce should be supported to reform. 
Based on existing evidence, key elements for more effective ITT include:
• Addressing trainees’ foundational knowledge, then building robust peda-

gogical and content knowledge. Teacher training courses are sometimes 
based on aspirational assumptions of recruitment of high-quality second-
ary school or university graduates, even though in many contexts teacher 
training is actually working with individuals with relatively low academic per-
formance.134 Foundational knowledge must be addressed before teacher 
training begins.135 In addition, there is increasing evidence from the cog-
nitive science research on how students learn. Teachers should also be 
knowledgeable on this to be effective.

• Increasing the amount of school-based practicum throughout the course. 
Field experiences should occur early and throughout pre-service training 
in an integrated way. Trainees who get field experiences only at the end 
of pre-service training have minimal opportunities for guidance and feed-
back.136 The learning team approach in the Chapter 5 explains how trainees 
could contribute to the school workforce while also learning from it.

• Aligning teacher training to the curriculum and context. Training should 
be in subject- or grade-specific pedagogy using concrete methods relevant 
to the context and tailored to trainees’ knowledge and experience.137 In 
low-capacity contexts, training that provides detailed guidance on what and 
how teachers should teach has proved essential for improving the skills of 
low-performing students.138 Research conducted in Latin America suggests 
four broad strategies: scripted approaches, content mastery, classroom 
management, and peer collaboration.139

• Ensuring training courses are inclusive in terms of trainee accessibility, 
course content, and trainers. ITT courses should be accessible to people 
with disabilities and other marginalized groups. The training and course 
materials need to equip trainees with awareness of the importance of 
inclusion and the skills to meet special learning needs.140 One study rec-
ommends that information about special educational needs and disability 
should be spread throughout units in an initial teacher education program 
rather than “added on” as it is currently.141 It is also important to train teach-
ers in gender-sensitive approaches during ITT as the Transforming Teacher 
Education and Learning program (T-TEL) has done in Ghana (see Box 6).
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Box 6: Transforming Teacher Education and Learning (T-TEL) in Ghana 

The T-TEL program in Ghana has been working with the National Council 
for Tertiary Education, colleges of education, and universities to implement 
fit-for-purpose curricula and assessments, develop strong partnerships 
between colleges and partner schools, develop national teacher stan-
dards, undertake regular school-based mentoring and support to teacher 
trainees, and move towards a more practically focused training system 
with strong oversight. 

A key element of these reforms is the introduction of a new four-year 
Bachelor of Education degree program for initial teacher education that 
includes subject and level specializations (early grade, upper primary, and 
junior high school), and introduces classroom experience through sup-
ported teaching in schools from the first year. Evaluations show strong 
improvements in gender-sensitive instructional methods, more beginning 
teachers demonstrating interactive student-focused instructional meth-
ods, and improved knowledge and application of basic school curricula 
and assessments.

Key factors of the program’s success are strong relationships with govern-
ment, teacher education institutions, teacher unions, and other key educa-
tion actors in Ghana; an enabling policy environment that provides a much 
needed institutional anchor for systemic change; and an ability to leverage 
existing structures and in-country expertise to increase the program’s rel-
evance to the context and sustainability.

Lessons learned include the importance of genuine co-creation with and 
ownership by local partners, challenges around embedding an inclusive 
attitude, and the need to collect a variety of data to demonstrate the pro-
gram’s impact. Discussion on how T-TEL has worked within the political 
economy is in Chapter 7.

Reference: Naylor, Ruth, Charlotte Jones and Pearl Boateng (Education Development 
Trust). 2019. “Strengthening the Education Workforce.” Forthcoming Background Paper 
for Transforming the Education Workforce: Learning Teams for a Learning Generation. 
New York: Education Commission. 

Increasing school-based initial teacher training that is aligned to the curricu-
lum and trainees’ competencies can produce more effective teachers. Initial 
teacher education programs in developing countries often involve only short 
periods of school-based training. In Kenya and Senegal, for example, school-
based training is 45 days142 and trainees often receive very little mentoring 
during practicum periods and lack support from tutors while in schools.143 In 
OECD countries, initial teacher training courses at the lower secondary level 
tend to have between 70 to 120 days practicum during the course with mentor 
teachers from the school responsible for supporting trainees.144 School-based 
training has been shown to be possible in low-income countries given suffi-
cient support.145 
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In South Africa, school-based mentors were used to support unqualified prac-
ticing teachers who were enrolled in a distance learning teaching qualification. 
The experience demonstrated that adequately trained mentors who understand 
how to mentor trainee teachers and pass on pedagogical skills are critical. In 
addition, increased coordination and collaboration between the university and 
school is essential to ensure that lecturers and mentors focus on the same 
pedagogic techniques.146 In Zimbabwe trainee teachers have a school-based 
mentor throughout their practicum component.147 

Harnessing technology as part of a blended approach for initial teacher 
training should be considered when appropriate, especially for those without 
access initial teacher training otherwise. Smartphones and similar devices 
are expanding opportunities to provide initial teacher training content online 
or, where Internet access is limited, through micro-SD cards. Trainee teachers 
are increasingly able to access Open Educational Resources (OER) that they 
can adapt and use in the classroom. They can also upgrade their skills and 
knowledge through massive open online courses (MOOCs)148 such as those 
provided through TESSA India, which have been effective when combined with 
face-to-face training.149 However, these OERs need regulation and accredita-
tion to ensure they meet required standards, and teachers must have self-
study skills150 and training in the use of technologies for distance learning.151 
These technologies should not be seen as a cheap delivery substitute for 
teacher training.152

Chile introduced new standards for its teacher training curriculum backed by an 
exit exam for students one year before graduation and tough new accreditation 
standards that forced the closure of many low-quality training institutions.153 
This created a massive shift in the teacher training market from 77 percent of 
enrollments in non-accredited programs to 70 percent of enrollments in accred-
ited programs. Proposed legislation requires that all teachers hired into public 
(or publicly funded) schools be qualified with an accredited institution.154

Strong partnerships among training institutions, schools, and districts are 
important to align supply and demand of teachers. Data sharing with teacher 
training institutions on teacher demand in terms of level, subjects, and location 
could improve alignment of the production pipeline to need. This requires coordi-
nation and collaboration among the various stakeholders involved at the school 
and district levels and with teacher training institutions. In Nigeria, the Teacher 
Development Programme is institutionalizing relationships in each state between 
the colleges of education and the State University Basic Education Board (SUBEB) 
to ensure that colleges are training teachers to meet the subject, level, and skills 
needs of the SUBEB and help match supply and demand.155

As systems move towards a more professionalized and diversified workforce 
(see Chapter 5 on learning teams), new training courses and qualifications 
will be needed for other roles such as school leaders, district education direc-
tors, learning assistants, and specialist teachers. School leader programs are 
emerging. The Varkey Foundation’s six-week leadership and innovation pro-
gram for current and aspiring school leaders in Argentina has trained over 
2,000 leaders and the Ark-Relay Instructional Leadership Institute in South 
Africa provides a two-year leadership program. These programs have not yet 
had an external evaluation.
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The Global School Leaders program (Malaysia, Kenya, and Indonesia), based 
on the model of the Indian School Leadership Institute (ISLI), combines work-
shops with in-school support, peer school visits, development of a school 
improvement plan, and peer networking. For schools participating in ISLI, the 
proportion of students performing above average in English increased from 24 
percent to 35 percent and in math from 24 percent to 41 percent. More rigorous 
impact evaluations are planned to assess what gains can be wholly attributed 
to ISLI. 156

2. Provide new role holders with structured induction and support 

Mentoring by teachers from the same subject area and participating in induc-
tion activities with other teachers can contribute to reducing attrition rates in 
the first years of teaching.157 High- performing education systems ensure that 
newly qualified teachers receive mentoring and that time is allocated in the 
school day for this coaching and other induction activities.158 Mentors need 
training and time to undertake the role. In Chile, recent education reforms 
provided early career teachers with mentoring from more experienced local 
teachers. In Ghana’s T-TEL initial teacher training reform (see Box 6), school-
based mentors provide regular support to trainee teachers and team teaching 
at times, and mentors are supported by coaching visits from college of educa-
tion tutors who gain weekly professional development through support from 
the National Council on Tertiary Education and T-TEL.159 In STIR’s work with the 
Delhi government, induction programs for district staff and teacher mentors 
focus primarily on building a shared understanding of the new teacher men-
tor role and how it can support schools and teachers. The induction includes 
cross-district learning and opportunities to build networks for future support 
and resilience.160

Induction programs can be effectively combined with early assessments and 
probationary periods during which staff are initially employed on probationary 
contracts and only transition to permanent contracts once they demonstrate 
they meet the required standards for the role.161

4.3 Motivate, professionally develop, and progress  
the workforce

The limited data available suggests that globally only 86 percent of teachers 
are trained at the primary level, but the proportion is far lower in Southern Asia 
(77 percent) and Sub-Saharan Africa (62 percent). Moreover, in Sub-Saharan 
Africa even fewer teachers are trained at the secondary level (45 percent).162 
In some countries, a large number of teachers need support to become effec-
tive. Teacher development has too often focused on training events that are 
off-site and sometimes one-off, delivered in a cascaded way and dislocated 
from the classroom context and follow-up required to tangibly change behav-
iors and practice.163 
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To strengthen motivation, professional development, and progression in the 
workforce, countries should:

1. Focus professional development on practice-based cycles of 
quality improvement oriented towards improving education 
outcomes

2. Provide a range of pedagogical support strategies for existing 
teachers (whether qualified or unqualified) who lack core 
competencies

3. Base career progression on achievement of professional skills and 
competencies and link this to salary increases 

1. Focus professional development on practice-based cycles of quality 
improvement oriented towards improving education outcomes 

High-impact professional development not only fosters new skills and 
knowledge, but also builds capacity to improve education practice and out-
comes. Professional development should be a driver for improving quality 
and motivating the education workforce to be change makers, rather than 
passive inputs in an education system. Policymakers should pay attention 
to the processes and mechanisms that underpin professional learning and 
practice change, as well as the content. They should ensure that professional 
development programs are evaluated for their effectiveness at regular inter-
vals and reviewed and updated based on the latest evidence.164

Experience from high-income countries shows that practicality (using con-
crete methods and training in the classroom), specificity (pedagogical instruc-
tion for a specific subject area), and continuity (receiving continual support) 
are key to effective teacher professional development.165 A rigorous review of 
large-scale teacher professional learning programs in low- and middle-income 
countries identified a number of similar features that led to improved student 
learning: provision of textbooks and other reading materials to complement 
the training; focusing on a specific subject; linking participation to incentives 
such as promotion or salary; designing programs in response to the local 
context; and follow-up visits to support teachers in their classrooms.166

Education Development Trust’s Let Girls Succeed program incorporated some 
of these professional development elements including: teacher training on lit-
eracy and numeracy assessment tools, as well as on gender; cluster peer sup-
port for teachers facilitated by coaches; use of tablets to identify teacher skills 
gaps and enable teachers to access reference material; and school-to-school 
mentoring for lead teachers and lead head teachers. The program scaled to 
500 schools in Kenya as part of DFID’s Girls’ Education Challenge Program and 
showed gains of 0.53 standard deviations in the literacy skills of marginalized 
girls in slum settings and rural areas compared to a control group.167 

In the Tusome program in Kenya, the professional development interventions 
that most closely correlated to improved reading outcomes at scale were 
access to a teacher’s guide; increased review of lesson plans; and frequent 
curriculum support officer observations with feedback. These included the use 
of tablets to assess pupils’ reading levels and input live data.168
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Coaching is emerging as a promising practice for professional development. 
A meta-study in the United States found that a combination of coaching and 
other forms of professional development resulted in large improvements in 
teacher instruction (0.58 standard deviations) and more modest improve-
ments in student learning (0.15 standard deviations).169 In low- and middle-in-
come countries, there is some evidence to support this as well. Coaching 
and supervision should be data-driven and structured to include reflections 
on practice, strategies for improvement, clarity around the why as well as the 
what is being done, new practice trials, and progress reviews.170 Technology 
could play a support role. 

The state of Ceará in Brazil delivered a one-year program that provided feed-
back to secondary school teachers on their classroom practices and gave them 
access to expert educational coaching through one-on-one sessions delivered 
via Skype. The pedagogical coordinator in each school was trained to observe 
teachers’ classroom practice, provide useful feedback, and promote collabora-
tion and exchange of practice among teachers. A randomized controlled trial 
evaluation found that teachers’ classroom practices improved, teaching time 
increased, and students were more engaged. Student results in state-based 
assessments in math and Portuguese also improved.171 

A study in Kenya as part of the Primary Math and Reading (PRIMR) Initiative 
found that teacher coaching improved literacy in Kenyan public and non-formal 
settings, but that it was more effective when the coach worked with 10 rather 
than 15 schools.172 

A study in South Africa showed that pupils exposed to two years of a structured 
pedagogy program, of which on-site instructional and virtual coaching was a 
key component, improved their reading proficiency by 0.12 standard deviations 
if their teachers received centralized training, compared to 0.24 if their teachers 
received in-class coaching. Despite being more expensive, coaching was more 
cost effective.173 After one year of the intervention, virtual coaching was no less 
effective than on-site coaching.174 

Technology can play a role in teacher professional development. A review 
of the use of technology-supported professional development for teachers in 
developing countries175 reached several conclusions:
• Effective models of professional learning via technology tend to take a 

blended learning approach, combining technology with face-to-face inter-
actions.

• Teachers need training in the technology itself, even in technologies they 
know well. It is important to ensure that barriers to acquiring technological 
skills are minimized and that specific groups of teachers are not marginal-
ized in the process. 

• Technology can facilitate peer support, collaboration, and the creation of 
communities of practice.

• Technology can strengthen coaching relationships.
• Mobile technologies have high potential to improve the reach, scalability, 

and flexibility of teacher professional development, but phones alone are 
not sufficient.Chapter 4 
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Even in contexts with limited technological infrastructure, low-tech 
approaches can be effective. The use of mobile phone apps in combination 
with additional support is one option (see the English in Action and Ethiopia 
examples in 4.3.2). EWI qualitative research in Sierra Leone suggests that 
interactive radio could be a valuable tool for teacher professional develop-
ment given its effectiveness in delivering education during the Ebola outbreak.

In the Reading and Numeracy Activity project in northern Nigeria, head teach-
ers and lead teachers observe teachers weekly using a simple schedule and 
tablets. They then discuss the success and challenges from lesson implemen-
tation and rehearse future lessons with the teachers. Initial evaluation indicates 
improvements in student learning in these schools.176 

FHI360 developed an e-course for early grade literacy coordinators in Rwanda 
in partnership with the Rwanda Education Board and University of Rwanda. The 
seven-month course required participants to undertake weekly tasks such as 
viewing a 20-minute video clip, trying activities in their classrooms, and partic-
ipating in forum discussions as well as live ”meet the expert” sessions. Partic-
ipants accessed the course through computers, tablets, and phones, and after 
successful completion of all four modules earned 40 credits from the Univer-
sity of Rwanda. Evaluation of the pilot course (150 participants) indicated that 
participants’ confidence and skills in working within a learning community had 
improved along with their digital skills.177

Professional development for school principals and district professionals 
should mirror that of teaching professionals, so they can lead the practice 
of continuous improvement. If education leaders can model the professional 
development they expect from teachers, they will begin to cultivate a sys-
tem-wide culture of continuous improvement. In STIR’s partnership with the 
Delhi government, teacher mentors at the middle tier have continuous monthly 
coaching, mirroring the coaching they provide to schools and teachers.178

2. Provide a range of pedagogical support strategies for teachers (qualified 
or unqualified) who lack core competencies 

In situations where teachers lack the core competencies of effective teach-
ers, there is strong evidence of the effectiveness of structured pedagogy 
on learning outcomes.179 These strategies use evidence-based instructional 
approaches and provide teachers with lesson plans and training. Instructional 
guidelines are often in the form of videos or simplified, structured lessons. 
Technology can be a key enabler by showing teachers what can be done and 
providing the scaffolding needed until their skills are further developed.

Teachers in the English In Action program in Bangladesh are guided by short 
videos of simple teaching techniques available on their mobile phones. This is 
supported by reflecting and sharing with peers and ongoing support. After a 
year, students’ ability to communicate using a basic level of English rose from 
36 to 70 percent.180 
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In Ethiopia, inclusive multimedia lesson plans with explicit scripted instructions 
delivered via smartphone apps successfully changed teachers’ foundational 
classroom practices aimed at including students with visual and hearing impair-
ment.181 

Training teachers to conduct formative and ongoing assessment in support 
of differentiated teaching182 can also be very impactful.183 Helping teachers 
better understand their students’ abilities and knowledge level can help them 
target teaching to student level. In Liberia and Malawi, interventions that sup-
ported teachers to better evaluate their students were effective, especially 
when combined with training and additional materials.184 

3. Base career progression on achievement of professional skills and 
competencies and link this to salary increases

In many education systems, career progression is largely determined by qual-
ifications and years of experience. Although the latter can indicate greater 
effectiveness,185 it does not always and promotions in some contexts may not 
necessarily take effectiveness into account – this can be highly demotivating 
and inequitable.186 This system disproportionately disadvantages women, as 
they are more likely to take career breaks for childcare and tend to have less 
access to residential training courses.

Promotions should be based on the achievement of professional skills and 
competencies and result in real salary increases – “professional-based pay”– 
to improve staff motivation and performance. Teacher promotion based on 
successful appraisal is becoming increasingly common and is recommended 
by education researchers and economists.187 

In Kenya, the Teacher Service Commission (TSC) has developed a Teacher Per-
formance Appraisal Development tool that monitors teachers’ classroom per-
formance, professional knowledge, innovation and creativity, engagement with 
parents, attendance, and syllabus coverage. Results from regular classroom 
observations by county education supervisors and an online teacher self-as-
sessment are used to inform the TSC’s decisions regarding promotion.188

Evidence on the effectiveness of linking pay to performance for improving 
student outcomes is mixed and there is clear evidence that it can increase 
inequity.189 It has been shown to promote an unhealthy competitive environ-
ment, reduce teacher motivation and collaboration, encourage “teaching to 
the test,” and increase the neglect of lower-performing students.190 This is 
especially true with pay for performance based solely on test scores.191

Chile introduced a new pay scale benchmarked to performance, but has ensured 
that teachers benefit from professional mentors and free training provided by 
the government from induction throughout their teaching career to support their 
progression on this new scale. The reform was implemented incrementally: 
the government first gathered data on student performance, then introduced 
teacher evaluations on a voluntary basis with incentives for teachers demon-
strating excellence, then the evaluations became a requirement as part of the 
new law.192 
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When career structures are single track, promotion based on instructional 
performance can lead to the promotion of the best teachers to administra-
tion and managerial posts, where they have few opportunities to apply their 
teaching expertise. Technical specialist roles, as described in Chapters 5 and 
6 on learning teams and learning systems, can provide a track for career pro-
gression beyond the school.

4.4 Lead and manage the workforce

This report focuses on three challenges specific to leadership and manage-
ment of the workforce. First, although school and district leaders are increas-
ingly viewed as instructional leaders, in practice they tend to focus on admin-
istrative and supervisory activities193 and are rarely selected or supported to 
lead learning and school improvement or given the professional development 
needed to succeed.194 See Section 5.2 for a discussion on how to orient school 
leaders towards instructional leadership and why.

Second, deployment and management of the workforce needs to be improved. 
Inequitable deployment of teachers is common with the most marginalized 
communities and lowest grades often served by the least qualified teachers.195 
District-level human resources are also unevenly utilized. In Zimbabwe, teach-
ers are on average visited every two and a half years by a supervisor, but those 
in rural areas have to wait four years.196 Addressing workforce management 
issues could improve both the efficiency and effectiveness of the workforce.

Third, high levels of absenteeism across the education workforce pose a 
barrier to learning and reinforce disparities.197 There is evidence that teacher 
absenteeism is higher when the head teacher is absent 198 and in schools that 
are rarely visited by district officials.199 School and district leaders have an 
important part to play in reducing teacher absenteeism, but in some contexts 
absenteeism is higher among school and district leaders than among the 
teachers.200 

To lead and manage the workforce, countries should:
1. Enable data-driven workforce management systems to deploy 

teachers and other staff equitably
2. Ensure teachers are present in the classroom and focusing 

sufficiently on instruction

1. Establish data-driven workforce management systems to deploy 
teachers and other staff equitably

Data on workforce management and distribution should drive the deploy-
ment of human resources to enable equitable service delivery. The best 
mechanisms for this depend on whether teachers are employed by schools, 
districts, provinces, or national government bodies. Regardless of the level 
of decentralization, national and regional governments should analyze data 
and manage the distribution of human resources in an equitable manner both 
within and among schools.
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Some countries are now using data to drive more equitable deployment and 
ensure marginalized communities are served by higher-quality teachers. In 
Malawi, use of Global Positioning Satellite data has more accurately mapped 
schools to help target incentives to remote unpopular areas rather than applied 
on a blanket basis to rural districts.201 In Ghana, a smartphone school mapping 
platform allows users to collect and display information on resources, teach-
ers, infrastructure, and school performance. As the first integrated database 
of assets, people, and resources, it aims to enable better decision-making for 
the allocation of resources and teachers. It also enables both policymakers 
and citizens to monitor investments or outcomes using relatively low-cost 
smartphones and cloud-based hosting.202 Zimbabwe, with the support of the 
Global Partnership for Education (GPE), has established a Teacher Training 
and Development Information System. Linked to school and pupil data, it is 
designed to facilitate better needs-based deployment of qualified teachers 
and better targeting of teacher professional development.203

Education Management Information Systems (EMIS) should be strength-
ened so data can be used to target specialized support services to schools. 
As technology automates more administrative tasks, such as the capture and 
reporting of school management data, districts could analyze and use the 
data to identify school-specific support needs. The district would feed data 
and information back to the state level based on local needs, creating a sense 
of efficacy and purpose and ensuring alignment of standards and initiatives. 
This report recognizes that data alone is not sufficient. Districts need greater 
capacity to handle and use the data to inform teacher deployment decisions 
(this is discussed further in Chapter 5 on learning teams).

2. Ensure teachers are present in the classroom and focusing sufficiently 
on instruction 

Teachers’ time on instruction is critical – a randomized evaluation of the Ceará 
program in Brazil found improved student learning in math and Portuguese by 
0.12-0.17 standard deviations on the state assessment and 0.14-0.15 stan-
dard deviations on the national secondary school exit exam by increasing 
instructional time along with changes in teacher classroom practices204 

Systems experiencing high levels of teacher absenteeism need to address 
system-wide issues that contribute to the problem:
• Base salaries should be set at levels to enable teachers to provide for their 

families without taking on second jobs. 
• Salary payments should be reliable, regular, and not require staff to take 

time away from their work to collect them. 
• Teachers should not be expected to use scheduled class time for admin-

istrative duties or training (unless it is practice-based), meetings, or non-
school work such as elections (in some countries, in-service teacher train-
ing days are provided when children do not attend school). 

To address other reasons for teacher absenteeism, monitoring and account-
ability systems are needed at school, district, and higher levels to ensure that 
high levels of absenteeism are investigated and action plans put in place.205 
In the short term, close monitoring may reduce teacher absenteeism but not 
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necessarily increase student achievement. Although evidence is mixed, exam-
ples involving parents and communities – including the use of participatory 
report cards in Uganda, school-based management training for parents, head 
teachers, and teachers in the Gambia, and a combination of report cards 
and participatory expenditure tracking of administrative salaries in Malawi 
– have reduced teacher absenteeism due to both systemic and unexcused 
reasons.206 However, short-term approaches undermine teacher profession-
alism by signaling a lack of trust in teachers and are not a common feature of 
high-performing systems.

The longer-term goal of education systems should be to build a professional, 
mutually accountable, and intrinsically motivated workforce. Professional 
accountability can have long-lasting effects and is generally designed with 
teachers, drawing on their expertise.207 The learning team approach outlined 
in Chapter 5 can facilitate this with its collegiate and supportive culture.

Box 7: EWI in Sierra Leone: Teacher deployment for equity

Sierra Leone has set an ambitious goal to have a fully qualified and com-
petent teaching workforce by 2023. Based on EWI’s analysis using a pupil/
teacher ratio (PTR) of 40 at primary level, the country has a current short-
age of just over 16,000 teachers or 33,000 qualified teachers (only 60 per-
cent of Sierra Leone’s teachers are qualified). If workforce numbers remain 
steady until 2023, they would need to almost double to achieve the target 
PTR of 40.

EWI has explored several options to address this supply challenge, includ-
ing analyzing improvement to teacher deployment and distribution. The 
most promising opportunities include:
• Reassigning teachers strategically within the same school to optimize 

PTRs across grades, so that no teacher is overloaded and a PTR under 
40 is maintained. This reduces the shortage of teachers by 3,500, and 
the need for qualified teachers by over 2,000.

• Redistributing teachers within chiefdoms so the PTR increases from 20 
to 30. This could reduce staff costs by 33 percent and also reduce the 
number of teachers needed by 3,500 and qualified teachers by 2,220. 

• Redistributing teachers that work in schools with a PTR of below 20 
could reduce the shortage of teachers by 1,105.

• Including teachers’ subject specialization in the deployment criteria and 
prioritizing English specialists to rural primary schools could improve 
learning in the most disadvantaged schools as the presence of an 
English specialist positively correlates with exam performance.

• Incorporating gender into the deployment criteria could help address 
gender imbalances and allocation of female teachers in pairs to improve 
retention.

These opportunities will likely be taken forward by the Teaching Service 
Commission and World Bank in the new deployment framework.
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 Optimize the right skills and expertise of the workforce at the school level by:
• Taking into account how existing roles can be re-purposed to align with 

learning, equity, and inclusion
• Considering how team composition could leverage the expertise of high-

er-performing teachers and those with specialist skills by teaming them 
with less experienced teachers, trainees, and learning support staff. 

• Considering engaging support staff (salaried or voluntary) to support the 
most marginalized learners and to address student inclusion, well-being, 
and welfare.

 
 Develop instructional leadership by establishing structures, policies, and 
processes to enable school leaders to focus on instructional leadership rath-
er than administration. These can include training school leaders to under-
take instructional leadership and providing the necessary tools; task-shifting 
administrative activities to technology or support staff where possible; and 
strengthening district capacity to provide coaching and support.

 Drive data-driven improvement by building the capacity at the district level 
to provide data analysis to help leaders identify performance and inclusion 
gaps to prioritize district-wide resources, and by orientating supervision to-
wards data-driven school improvement.

 Enable state-level policymakers to draw on research, evidence, and data, 
and engage with the school- and district-level workforce, developing strong 
feedback loops to inform and drive strategic change.

 Create team-based structures and practices to enable staff to work in 
learning teams at all levels in the system. These should be embedded in 
initial training and professional development and can include professional 
learning communities; peer collaboration; training or qualifications for key 
roles beyond a teacher, including managerial and technical career paths; and 
team-based goals and incentives. 

Key messages  
for policymakers
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Building on the strengthening of existing systems, a learning team approach 
can provide a new lens on existing challenges and considerations for the 
education workforce needed to deliver inclusive, quality education for all. 
The learning team approach is based on the concept of professionalism that 
leverages the collective capacity of a group as opposed to solely focusing on 
developing the skills of individuals to improve effectiveness. It enables teach-
ers and other members of the workforce to be lifelong learners and focuses on 
building the “social capital” of the workforce in addition to the “human capital.” 

Since each education system is different, it is not possible to prescribe the 
exact form or composition of a learning team. This report discusses some 
approaches that support an overall learning team approach at the school, dis-
trict, and state levels and the enabling structures and practices that countries 
can tailor to their needs: 
• Establish and optimize the right skills and expertise of the workforce at the 

school level
• Reorient school leadership to instructional leadership and inclusion
• Reorient the district to provide instructional leadership and data-driven 

improvement
• Shift state-level focus to evidence-based strategic change in collaboration 

with the workforce 
• Create structures and practices to support working in learning teams

Figure 8 shows the theory of change for learning teams, which draws on both 
education and workforce effectiveness theory.208 It shows how the learning team 
approaches address the three key workforce challenges and lead to the interme-
diate outcomes of more effective teaching, more time on instruction, improved 
teacher motivation, better targeting of resources, and better support for inclusion. 
Each learning team approach is evidenced and outlined in more detail in the next 
section, recognizing that testing the approach at larger scale and evaluating its 
long-term benefits will be critical for successful implementation. 
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Illustrative implications for workforce roles are included at the end of each 
section and a diagram summarizing key shifts in the functions at all levels in 
the system appears at the end of the chapter. The aim is to optimize existing 
roles by realigning them towards activities that are known to impact education 
outcomes, and to prioritize new roles to support those furthest behind. This 
shift to a learning team approach will require careful consideration based on 
the current needs of the education workforce, the political economy, and cost 
and financing implications. These are discussed in more detail in Chapter 7. 

Challenges Key approaches  
of a learning team

Intermediate 
outcomes

Outcomes

Figure 7 - Theory of change for learning teams
Source: Education Commission, 2019
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5.1 Optimize the right skills and expertise  
of the workforce at school level

Given the impact of teachers on improving learning outcomes, the design of 
an effective education workforce at the school level relies on having a suffi-
cient number of qualified teachers.209 But in many countries, teacher short-
ages are a serious challenge. Strengthening the system to attract, recruit, train, 
develop, and professionalize teachers is an essential first step to improve 
learning outcomes as outlined in the previous chapter. Emerging evidence 
suggests that supporting teachers and learners with a team of professionals 
could be an effective way to improve student learning, especially as an addi-
tional or interim strategy where large class sizes are still being brought down 
and where there are multiple languages and a wide range of learner needs. 
This section outlines the evidence for greater differentiation in the role of the 
teacher and use of learning support staff, inclusion specialists, and roles that 
bridge the community and school.

A learning team approach could enable roles with different levels and areas 
of expertise to better leverage their skills. A team-based approach with the 
most effective or specialist teachers working together with the least experi-
enced teachers and other roles that support learning means that students 
benefit from the expertise of the most capable teachers and the support of 
other adults, while newly qualified or trainee teachers can learn from their 
more experienced colleagues.

There is little robust evidence on how the role of the teacher is changing, but 
there are examples that highlight a move towards greater involvement of stu-
dents in their learning with the teacher taking on a greater role as facilitator. 
One small-scale example is the Lumiar schools in Brazil, where there are no 
“traditional” teachers – instead, half of the pedagogical staff work as advisors, 
mentors, and coaches, monitoring students’ progress. The other half of the 
staff are “masters” of a particular set of skills (such as engineering) and work 
part-time designing and facilitating projects that equip students with these 
skills. The Lumiar Public School in Santo Antonio do Pinhal is the highest-per-
forming state school in the municipality.210 

An example at scale is the Escuela Nueva model in Latin America that uses 
multi-grade classrooms and has shifted the role of teachers to support instruc-
tion at the right level. Students of different ages learn together through group 
discussions and projects with the teacher as facilitator. Students in grades 
three and five in Escuela Nueva schools in Colombia have achieved higher lan-
guage and mathematics scores with significantly lower dropout and repetition 
rates than those in traditional schools without the program.211

Remarkably, to date, there has been limited consideration of the way technol-
ogy could fundamentally change the role of the teacher. This is explored in 
Chapter 6.

Greater differentiation in the role of the teacher may help leverage subject or 
pedagogical specialist skills across schools to reach the most marginalized. 
In many contexts, there is a shortage of subject specialist teachers and low 
levels of teacher subject and pedagogical knowledge. There are examples 
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where technology has helped leverage available teachers in specific subject 
areas across schools. Subject specialists have been used successfully to 
deliver quality distance-learning video lessons to children who would other-
wise not have an appropriately qualified teacher and to provide pedagogical 
coaching to improve classroom practice. The use of technology is not without 
challenges, given the difficulties with connectivity and devices in many con-
texts. Other issues can also arise. For example in Ethiopia, television broad-
cast science lessons had limited success212 because teachers were unable 
to tailor them to the class needs, leaving both teachers and students disem-
powered.213  

In the MGCubed project in Ghana, lessons delivered by expert teachers via 
video to rural populations led to improved English and mathematics scores 
and reduced out-of-school rates.214 

The Media Center initiative in Amazonas state in Brazil uses video conferencing 
to broadcast lessons delivered by subject experts to over 1,000 rural schools. 
215 Lower to upper secondary school progression rates increased, dropout 
rates nearly halved between 2008 and 2011, and children’s learning steadily 
improved.216 

In Rwanda, specialist teachers were used in a school-based mentor role to 
act as pedagogic advisers working within or across schools to mentor teach-
ers with the aim of improving teachers’ knowledge of English and pedagogical 
classroom practices. In addition to improving the English proficiency of teach-
ers, the learner-based approaches these mentors introduced also contributed 
to the improvement of students’ literacy and proficiency levels, with parents 
noting changes in the literacy skills of their children.217

Specialist inclusion teachers have a critical role in enabling inclusion in 
mainstream classrooms. They can support students with special needs by 
offering individualized attention in the classroom and practical advice to 
classroom teachers on educational inclusion strategies.218 Specialist teach-
ers can be school or cluster-based, such as Sightsavers’ itinerant specialist 
teachers for children with disabilities in Uganda and the Inclusive Education 
Resource Teachers in India. Evidence on the effectiveness of such models is 
mixed219 due to frequent shortages of these roles,220 their heavy workloads, the 
breadth of expertise covered, distance they have to travel, and relationships 
with teachers.221 Many experts have highlighted the need for specialist sup-
port for classroom teachers as well as more effective models and arrange-
ments to address inclusion.222 

Learning support staff can help increase teachers’ time on instruction by 
effective division of labor. Teachers in low-income countries sometimes 
struggle to spend enough time on instruction and address individual learner 
needs in large classes. Studies of the best school systems show the use 
of other teaching and learning roles, such as teaching assistants to support 
teachers, can improve learning if adequate support for their training, induction, 
and deployment is in place223 and if they are given specific objectives and 
enact targeted interventions.224 Learning support staff can undertake tasks 
that do not necessarily require a qualified teacher but still have a positive 
impact on learning outcomes (e.g. helping manage classroom behavior in 
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large classes, facilitating small group or computer-based learning, or man-
aging learning resources) thus freeing time for teachers to focus on tasks 
requiring higher-level skills and competencies. 225 

Learning support staff can also play an important role in ensuring that all stu-
dents – especially those furthest behind – are able to participate in school 
with equal opportunities.226 Care must be taken, however, to ensure that stu-
dents do not feel separated from their peers and that teachers maintain over-
all responsibility for teaching students with additional needs.227 

A study undertaken on an inclusive education program for children with disabil-
ities in Zimbabwe showed that one of the key factors in the project’s progress 
was the engagement and retention of classroom assistants in schools. Class-
room assistants were seen as an additional resource for schools in supporting 
children with disabilities and for helping teachers with the extra needs of the 
class. Results showed a positive trend of teachers and head teachers gaining 
confidence in their knowledge, attitudes, and practices around inclusion of stu-
dents with disabilities.228 

In low-income contexts, learning support volunteers from the local commu-
nity or national service programs may be an untapped resource for effec-
tively supporting foundational learning needs and mother-tongue instruc-
tion. Particularly in instances where learning is low, several studies find that 
remedial instruction programs have strong impacts on learning outcomes 
when implemented by volunteers or informal teachers with little training.229 

In Ghana, the Teacher Community Assistant Initiative utilized local high school 
graduates as community assistants (through the existing National Youth 
Employment Program) to lead in- and after-school remedial classes for small 
groups of students in primary school. On average, the initiative significantly 
improved skills in literacy and numeracy.230 

Pratham’s Balsakhis Program in India hired tutors from the community to take 
children in third and fourth grade who had not achieved basic competencies in 
reading and arithmetic out of the regular classroom and provide instruction that 
followed a special curriculum tailored to the students’ current level of learning. 
The program showed gains in learning for the most marginalized children.231 

These roles also help provide local language skills and can cement the closer 
ties among schools, families, and communities that are critical for student 
achievement.232 They can often attract women and help them develop addi-
tional skills. Preparation and training for these roles needs to be planned for 
as well as supported and supervised by a qualified teacher.

Including trainee teachers in the workforce as part of a learning team pro-
vides better initial training 233 and enables them to play a key role in sup-
porting learning. As outlined in Chapter 4, school-based training is possible 
in low-income contexts given sufficient support.234 Arizona State University 
in the United States is going a step further and replacing the standard model 
(a single pre-service teacher paired with one in-service mentor) with a model 
where two pre-service teachers work alongside a lead teacher to form a team. 
The team of teachers co-teach, co-assess, and co-reflect, providing more 
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opportunities to learn from each other. The model aims to provide children 
with a range of adults to learn from and reduce the burden on a single teacher 
to be the sole provider of knowledge. No evaluation is yet available as this 
program is still in the pilot stage.235 This approach highlights the potential of 
trainee teachers to become key members of the school workforce like trainee 
doctors and nurses are to the health workforce. 

Roles beyond classroom teachers can help connect students to their school 
and support the well-being and welfare of students.236 Millions of children do 
not attend school due to issues with health and at home, and many of those 
who do attend face barriers to learning at home that limit their ability to suc-
ceed and continue in education. Students’ relationships with their teachers in 
the school environment are consistently predictive of a broad range of health 
and well-being outcomes.237 But teachers often have limited time to follow 
up on cases of absenteeism, drop-offs in learning, or dropouts, and are not 
equipped with the skills needed to address the social and mental welfare of 
learners. In low-income countries, there are examples of roles introduced to 
address these issues.238 In Bangladesh, the non-governmental organization 
JAAGO provides instruction to a group of 12 remote schools (3,000 pupils) 
using video lessons and local class moderators. Families receive community 
officer support and expertise provided centrally, including a psychologist to 
support learning difficulties and poverty-related issues of violence and early 
marriage. Evaluations show that from a low base, 100 percent of those attend-
ing JAAGO primary schools and 93 percent at junior high passed.239 

At a larger scale, Camfed’s Learner Guides – young women mentors from the 
community – deliver specialized curricula and help girls and boys build their 
confidence, learn more effectively, and set goals. Unlike teachers from outside 
the area, Learner Guides are local volunteers with experience in poverty chal-
lenges. They act as the missing link between school and community, especially 
on health and welfare issues. In schools, Learner Guides facilitate an extracur-
ricular pastoral curriculum covering self-esteem, financial literacy, relationships, 
and barriers beyond school. Evaluations show increased confidence, question-
ing of gender norms for boys and girls, and retention and engagement for mar-
ginalized girls. Pupils in participating schools demonstrated increases in their 
math and English scores.240 

A new role to be considered is a community education worker, undertaken by 
or in close collaboration with a community health worker to improve access, 
attendance, and retention – especially of the most marginalized students. 
In Kenya, as part of Education Development Trust’s Let Girls Succeed pro-
gram, local community health workers are engaged to support inclusive edu-
cation for girls, playing a role in ensuring access and identifying barriers to 
learning.241 This community education/health worker role would liaise with 
households and work with learners, schools, and communities to find solu-
tions. They could be particularly beneficial when learners’ communities are 
underrepresented in the school and where there are high levels of absentee-
ism and dropouts. Their support could help free up teachers’ time to focus 
on instruction. 
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Figure 8 illustrates an example continuum of roles that could form part of a 
learning team within and across schools. Although they are organized by the 
four core functions in an education system (leadership and management; 
teaching and learning; student welfare; and administration and operations 
support),242 some roles may cut across functions. Different roles will be rele-
vant depending on the context, whether the school is at primary or secondary 
level, and the type of instruction (examples of different learning configurations 
are provided in Chapter 6). Any additional resources should be prioritized to 
the area of greatest need. For example, a learning assistant may support a 
teacher in literacy and numeracy lessons where foundational learning levels 
are very low but may not be needed in other classes. Box 8 briefly describes 
the illustrative teaching and learning roles.
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Figure 8 - A continuum of illustrative roles in learning teams at school level
Source: Adapted from Jones, Charlotte, Ruth Naylor and Tal Rafaeli (Education Development Trust), Yeukai Mlambo, Ann Nielsen and Iveta Silova 
(Arizona State University), and Freda Wolfenden (The Open University). 2019. “Designing the Education Workforce.” Forthcoming Background Paper for 
Transforming the Education Workforce: Learning Teams for a Learning Generation. New York: Education Commission.
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Box 8: School level – illustrative teaching and learning roles

Specialized teachers are specially trained teachers in inclusion, subject, or 
pedagogy who provide support in their specialization to other teachers as 
well as expertise for students.

Experienced teachers are classroom teachers with more than three years 
of experience. With the support of other team members, this role would 
be able to focus more on instruction, and could also lead teaching and 
learning teams of less experienced teachers, including joint planning and 
review.

Beginner teachers can support teachers in ensuring all students learn and 
attain practical training themselves. The extent to which they can under-
take full teacher responsibilities will depend on their level of training.

Learning support staff can support teachers in ensuring all students learn, 
especially those furthest behind in learning the foundational skills. This 
role can undertake certain tasks on behalf of the teacher, and can be filled 
by roles ranging from community volunteers to trained learning assistants.

Welfare support staff support teachers in connecting students to their 
school and supporting their welfare. For example, a community education 
worker can liaise with households to support inclusion in access, atten-
dance, and retention.

5.2 Reorient school leader roles to instructional leadership 
and inclusion

Almost all government schools have a school principal or head teacher, and 
larger schools may have wider leadership roles such as deputy principals, 
leaders of grades, and curriculum areas. These are often highly experienced 
staff with many years of teaching experience. In practice, school principals 
struggle to implement instructional leadership (see Box 9) and tend to focus 
on traditional management duties.243 Reasons include factors such as poor 
preparation for new responsibilities, local cultural norms around leadership 
that see school leaders as a “figurehead” rather than an instrumental leader 
for teaching,244 and a heavy administrative workload. Overcoming these chal-
lenges and reorienting at least one school leadership role (principal or deputy 
principal) to instructional leadership has been shown to help increase learning 
outcomes by up to 0.84 standard deviations.245
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Box 9: Instructional leadership

Instructional leadership focuses on guiding teaching and learning by 
establishing  a clear  vision and educational  goals, building relationships, 
planning  the  curriculum,  supporting and providing feedback to  teachers,  
and  creating  an  enabling  environment by adapting the school to improve 
teachers’ working and pupils’ learning conditions. The principal does not 
need to lead on all instructional learning. Instead, the principal should work 
to ensure that intense instructional focus and continuous learning are the 
driving force of the school. This can be done by building a culture for learn-
ing, tapping others to co-lead, and being a learning leader for all.

References:  UNESCO. 2016. “Leading better learning: School leadership and quality 
in the Education 2030 Agenda.” Paris: UNESCO; Fullan, Michael. 2014. “The principal: 
Maximizing impact.” San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

A school leader should be enabled to focus on data-driven instructional lead-
ership rather than administration. A review of school leadership policies and 
practices by UNESCO concluded that effective school leadership that pro-
vides instructional guidance and fosters continuous improvement is the key 
to successful, large-scale, and sustainable education reform.246 This happens 
most powerfully when leaders support a culture of teacher learning and moti-
vation.247 Further research suggests that school leaders are most effective 
when they have sufficient autonomy and support in decision-making,248 dedi-
cate time to instructional leadership, and create a culture of collaboration and 
shared responsibility.249 This can include transforming schools into sites of 
professional development through mentoring and coaching, facilitating peer 
learning, ensuring teachers work collaboratively to facilitate improvement in 
instructional practices,250 and encouraging a focus on shared goals.251 

To help leaders do this, time for instructional leadership could be freed up by 
using technology to assist in administrative and management functions such 
as data collection and analysis and timetabling. Administrative tasks (e.g. 
finance, management of school resources and facilities) could be shifted to 
lower-cost support staff who could be shared across schools if necessary.

Preparation for school leaders (see Section 4.3) should include training on 
how to strategically use data for instructional leadership. Instructional lead-
ers need to be able to draw on diagnostic evidence of performance (including 
lesson observations, learning outcomes data, indicators of learner well-being, 
equity, and inclusion) benchmarked against contextually relevant standards, 
and to select from a range of evidence-based teaching strategies to prescribe 
appropriate treatments. Experts working at the district or regional level and 
guided by common rubrics and standards could support school leaders.252 
Pedagogic coordinators in the Ceará example (see Section 4.3) had access to 
evidence-based teaching strategies through the self-help materials provided 
by the program. An evidence-based supervision project in Jordan used a sim-
ilar practice.253
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The PEAS schools in Uganda use an alternative school leadership model that 
allows for a focus on instruction. They have split administrative and instruc-
tional leadership into two distinct roles – a school director and a head teacher. 
The head teacher oversees teaching and learning, which includes continued 
professional development, monitoring learning progress, managing learn-
ing resources, timetabling, student discipline, and child protection. The head 
teacher reports to the school director, who has responsibility for the School 
Improvement Plan and mediates between the school and the community, man-
aging both the PTA and the Governors. Relative to other private and public 
schools, management in PEAS schools is good, resulting in improved student 
outcomes.254

New focus areas and responsibilities could be assigned to senior manage-
ment roles. For example, nominating a member of senior management to be 
a welfare lead to help shape behavioral policies, safeguarding, and inclusion 
would encourage a greater focus on inclusion. A dedicated role such as a dep-
uty principal could have oversight of managing the new teaching and learning 
teams. The risk that the best teachers may shift into manager roles could be 
mitigated by designing technical career paths. Box 10 briefly describes the 
illustrative leadership and management roles.

Box 10: School level – illustrative leadership and management roles

School leader, principal, or deputy principal with instructional leadership 
role coordinates teaching and learning teams and focuses on data-driven 
instructional leadership rather than administration; diagnoses barriers to 
better teaching and learning; provides coaching to staff; and oversees 
staff professional development in alignment with school needs.

Deputy principal with responsibility for student welfare sets behavioral 
standards and procedures as well as safeguarding and inclusion policies 
and ensures that student welfare needs are addressed.

5.3 Reorient the district to provide instructional leadership and 
data-driven improvement

Very little comparative evidence on the impact of the district on learning out-
comes in low-income countries exists. This may be because core district-level 
functions like teacher training and school improvement in low-income con-
texts are often delivered through programs led by actors such as NGOs, 
donors, and private-sector organizations rather than by districts. Understand-
ing the evidence from these programs provides useful insight.

Studies from high-income contexts show that districts can play a trans-
formational role in inclusion and improving school, teaching, and learning 
quality.255 In many systems, districts already have a cadre of staff, or at least 
local institutions that could be strengthened to fulfill the districts’ potential 
to impact schools. In practice, the workforce at the district level can lack role 

Chapter 5 
Developing learning teams

Skill optimization 

Instructional leadership  
and inclusion

Data-driven improvement

Collaborative  
policy making

Teamwork

Vision 2: Learning teams



86

design, preparation, and management expertise to effectively improve teach-
ing and learning and build a school improvement culture.256 Poor manage-
ment practices at the district level can also lead to inequitable distribution of 
resources. By working more collaboratively, providing instructional leadership 
and specialist support, and using data for decision-making, districts could be 
a significant driver of improvement in education systems.

The district should move from monitoring compliance to data-driven school 
improvement and instructional leadership. School supervision often focuses 
on compliance monitoring alone, which does not have a strong effect on teach-
ing and learning quality. A recent rigorous review suggests that supervision 
can be effective when it includes: support for school self-evaluation, building 
school capacity, ensuring schools have access to improvement resources, 
and providing feedback in a respectful and constructive manner.257 School 
supervisors should be able to provide support for schools to use data. Evi-
dence suggests that school data is critical for raising outcomes and equity, 
but schools need support to use data effectively.258

District teacher training roles often focus on one-off, off-site trainings for 
school staff, but a more sustained approach to professional development 
can improve learning outcomes. The 2018 evaluation of the STIR Education 
program found that giving district-level officials the time and ability to con-
duct developmental classroom observations of teachers in between network 
meetings  doubled, and in some cases tripled, the rate of teacher classroom 
practice change across 70 districts.259 

In Bangladesh, the English in Action program focused on facilitating collab-
oration between teachers and district staff for instructional support, and the 
district was identified as a key driver of its success. Collaboration with district 
staff (Upazila staff) and other education officers not only strengthened learning 
outcomes at the classroom level, but improved technical skills at the district 
level as well. 260 

Curriculum support officers in Kenya’s Tusome program made regular class-
room visits using tablets to provide instruction support and upload data on 
student reading progress and teacher practice. This allowed district offices 
to generate an aggregate picture of their progress compared with other dis-
tricts, as well as comparative data on their own schools. This degree of class-
room-level monitoring, support, and data collection is unprecedented in Kenya 
and is a shift in prevailing norms under which teachers and education officials 
typically work in Sub-Saharan Africa.261 

Effective use of data could help districts provide strategic change leader-
ship and target resources to address equity and inclusion. Fulfilling districts’ 
transformative potential requires strong leadership. Despite a trend of decen-
tralization in many countries, district leaders and managers are underutilized 
as potential strategic actors for local change.262 District leaders are often pro-
ducers of data for use by the state or ministry, but not yet users of data for 
local strategy and decision-making. The data analysis function at the district 
level should shift to support data-driven planning, provide analysis to help 
leaders identify gaps in performance among schools, teachers, and students, 
and prioritize district-wide resources. Data analysts could help identify par-
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ticularly effective approaches at the school level and encourage the sharing 
of high-impact practices. Technology could be used to undertake routine 
collection, analysis, and reporting. Strategic use of performance data was a 
significant factor in five cities around the world that implemented successful 
education reform. Using reliable data effectively, the local leaders were able 
to challenge underperformance and identify the outlier schools where perfor-
mance was exceptionally good.263 

In Rio de Janeiro, the district was able to help schools identify struggling stu-
dents and provide them with support. This involved analyzing data at every 
level of the system down to individual students, leading to the identification of 
28,000 students in grades four through six as ”at risk” in terms of literacy. As a 
result, a highly successful catch-up program was put in place. Using the data to 
identify functionally illiterate students and the remedial classes that followed 
helped the reform achieve a 97 percent functional literacy rate of sixth graders, 
2 percent above their target. 264 

Data can also be used to better target specialist support, such as itiner-
ant specialist inclusion teachers. In Ghana and other countries, inclusion-re-
lated district roles such as girls’ education officers exist. These roles could 
be enhanced by focusing on learning outcomes rather than just access, and 
working closely with school-facing instructional leadership teams. Districts 
could also build school and teacher capacity to diagnose needs themselves 
and proactively commission support. Box 11 briefly describes the illustrative 
district roles.

Box 11: District level – illustrative roles

District leader builds an area-wide commitment to high quality, inclu-
sive teaching, and learning.

District manager/education officer plans and manages initiatives to 
create cycles of improvement.

Supervisor supports schools to undertake data-driven school improvement 
and inclusive learning; uses data to support school self-evaluation; and 
ensures schools have access to improvement resources.

Pedagogical coach provides subject specialist  coaching  to support 
the professional learning of teaching and learning teams, e.g. through 
classroom observations and feedback. 

Inclusion specialist provides specialist inclusion advice; builds the 
capacity of schools; and ensures equity in access and learning.

Data analyst produces reliable, accurate data and analysis to support 
decision-making.
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5.4 Shift state-level focus to evidence-based strategic change 
in collaboration with the workforce 

A detailed discussion of workforce reform at the state level is beyond the 
scope of this report. However, some challenges and opportunities in relation 
to the state’s effective support of the education workforce at the district and 
school levels are discussed below. 

In strong education systems, the policies, actors, and relationships at all 
levels align with a coherent, shared vision to enhance the learning experi-
ences and outcomes of all students.265 Ideally, the creation of such a vision 
would be done by the state, accompanied by evidence-informed policies for 
implementation and accountability, standards, and feedback mechanisms 
to support it. Standards would be set for key education workforce roles to 
encourage evidence-informed professionalism and excellence in teaching and 
learning. However, the state level often takes an overly technocratic approach 
to education delivery,266 focusing mainly on cascading policies. This approach 
hinders the state’s ability to identify effective policies, scale best practice, and 
successfully lead systemwide change.

The state should collaborate with the workforce and other key partners to 
drive strategic change based on robust data and evidence. Evidence shows 
that rapid improvements in teaching and learning quality, and in closing the 
achievement gap for marginalized students, are almost always achieved when 
there is clear change leadership. To shift from bureaucratic administration 
and policy cascades towards the development of management relationships 
that support large-scale instructional change, states need to conduct rapid 
cycles of planning, action, reflection, and revision. The state level should have 
the capacity to steer cycles of improvement in education delivery, modelling, 
and linking to expectations from district-level leaders. Emerging evidence sug-
gests that rapid school improvement requires a strong feedback loop from 
the front line – through data, insights, and consultation – on what is working 
and why.267

Strategy and policy teams need better access to international and local 
evidence on what works, including what works at scale. Education policy 
and strategy are insufficiently based on evidence of what drives inclusive 
teaching and learning at scale. Systems can often be data rich but not data 
driven, missing opportunities to better understand sector needs and learn 
from policy implementation.268 Central governments need to consider how 
to build capacity as brokers of this evidence, working with international bod-
ies, national research institutes, and universities to ensure that pre-service 
and in-service teacher training institutions embed evidence into curricula and 
teacher training materials. To improve the use of existing evidence, the state 
needs to strengthen its ability to mediate research findings for busy frontline 
practitioners.
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5.5 Create structures and practices to support learning teams

To create learning teams, elements of the workforce life cycle, such as initial 
training and professional development, need to change. This more collabo-
rative approach would benefit the large number of untrained or unqualified 
teachers in low-income contexts who need to improve their practice. 

Initial teacher training would need to be updated to equip trainees to work in 
learning teams. This would include skills to help them continuously improve, 
learn from each other, and cooperate to evaluate student learning. Training 
should include tools and resources to help teachers become reflective and 
adaptive practitioners who can conduct research, solve problems, and inno-
vate solutions.269

Box 12: Peer learning enabling factors

Several enabling factors need to be in place for peer learning networks to 
be effective and sustainable:
• Formal support, including sponsorship from a school or district leader
• Strong facilitation
• Access to high levels of expertise
• Ability to harness social media, as appropriate 
• Ability to be operationalized through school clusters

Reference: Naylor, Ruth, Charlotte Jones and Pearl Boateng. 2019. “Strengthening the 
Education Workforce” Forthcoming Background Paper for Transforming the Education 
Workforce: Learning Teams for a Learning Generation. New York: Education Commission. 

Professional development would be enhanced by peer collaboration, which 
has strong positive impacts on learning outcomes. A study in New Zealand 
found that teacher peer collaboration was associated with a 17.2 percent-
age-point increase in the proportion of students achieving the standard versus 
a 9.4 percentage-point increase in the control group.270 A systematic review 
of teacher collaboration concluded, “When teachers collaborate, the perfor-
mance of students progress. Schools undergo cultural changes, are more 
innovative, and become characterized by a flattened power structure…[teach-
ers] progress with regard to job performance, but on a personal level teachers 
seem to benefit as well (e.g. feeling less isolated, more motivated, improved 
morale).” 271 Several factors have been identified to enable effective and sus-
tainable peer learning (see Box 12).

Learning teams could form professional learning communities. Studies 
show that these can support improved teaching and learner outcome272 and 
motivation. However, findings from a review of evidence from 25 countries 
indicate that only around one-fifth of teachers reported participating in men-
toring or collaborative work.273 Professional learning communities of teachers 
that reflect on students’ work and data are linked to school improvement.274 
Local professional learning communities (at the school or cluster level), when 

Skill optimization 

Instructional leadership  
and inclusion

Data-driven improvement

Collaborative  
policy making

Teamwork
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supported through good facilitation and given access to specialist expertise 
(e.g. subject, pedagogy, tools), can work together to identify problems, devise 
strategies to address them, and build the evidence base of what works. A 
shared knowledge base of practice and appropriate form of quality assurance 
are preferable. Such peer learning approaches can contribute to individual 
and school development as well as support intrinsic motivation, leading to 
increased effort, job satisfaction, retention, effectiveness, and, ultimately, pro-
fessionalism and continuous improvement. Peer learning can be effective at 
all levels of the education workforce, including for school and district leaders. 

Lesson Study is a collaborative peer learning approach originating in Japan in 
which primary and secondary teachers share knowledge and skills to improve 
teaching through joint planning, demonstration, and assessment of lessons. 
Lesson Study has spread to more than 50 countries, and in Zambia the approach 
aims to strengthen school systems by encouraging teamwork among teachers 
and improving the supervision of school managers. Using this approach, the 
government has flipped its teacher training approach to one that recognizes 
the assets teachers bring and gives them the space to build on these assets. 
Evaluations demonstrate that with Lesson Study, Zambian students have more 
opportunities to conduct hands-on activities and develop critical thinking, pre-
sentation, and teamwork skills.275 

STIR Education has developed a Teacher Intrinsic Motivation model, which 
focuses on the development of school-led teacher networks in which teach-
ers regularly share ideas with peers and gain support to try new practices in 
the classroom. The networks are supported by education system officials who 
are given the tools and skills to conduct training, workshops, and coaching for 
the teacher networks by STIR staff. Evaluation data on the STIR model shows 
positive impact on teacher motivation, teacher practice, and student learning 
outcomes. In Delhi, students in the pilot program were found to have improved 
math scores (0.15 standard deviations in learning gains versus the control 
group). Mid-line data from Uganda indicates an improvement in teacher atten-
dance. STIR’s model is low-cost, at just USD $0.50 per child per year in Delhi 
and USD $1 per child per year in Uganda.276 

Many of the case studies reviewed for this report include peer learning as 
a central element to their success. For example, in the English in Action 
(EiA) program, paired teachers were encouraged to plan lessons together, 
observe each other’s lessons, and work through activities. Cluster-level meet-
ings enabled participants to develop shared understanding and practical 
actions for how EiA’s methods could be successful in the local context.277 
The exchange of practice through teacher learning circles is a core strategy 
in Lesson Study in Zambia and Education Development Trust’s program in 
Kenya, which resulted in an improvement of 0.52 standard deviations in girls’ 
learning outcomes over and above a control group.278 

To facilitate differentiation within the workforce, managerial and technical 
tracks could be introduced to diversify career tracks. This is also a way of 
retaining excellent teachers in the classroom rather than having them pro-
moted to management roles. In Singapore, after three years of teaching, teach-
ers are assessed annually to gauge their potential for three different career 
paths: a teaching track (for classroom and master teachers), a leadership 
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track (for subject/level heads, school principals, and superintendents), and a 
senior specialist track (for government officials). Teachers with the potential 
to be school leaders are moved to middle management teams and receive 
training to prepare them for their new roles. Middle managers are assessed 
for their potential to become assistant principals or principals, and specialized 
training is provided for school principals.279

To encourage teamwork, teams need to be motivated around the same goals 
aligned across a system. Strong leadership is required, and students, teach-
ers, and officials will need a much stronger sense of autonomy, mastery, and 
purpose. Consideration must be given to both team and individual incentives.

As systems move towards a more professionalized workforce, new qualifica-
tions will be needed for recognized professional roles such as head teachers, 
district education officers, and learning assistants. A literature review found 
that training programs leading to formal qualifications for learning assistants 
are rare, even within high-income countries.280 

5.6 Key shifts in the education workforce at each level with a 
learning team approach

Figure 9 summarizes the key shifts for a learning team approach by func-
tion at the school, district, and state levels. Given that every country is at a 
different stage of development, some of these shifts may have already been 
undertaken.
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Figure 9 - Key shifts for a learning team approach by function at each level in an education system 

Source: Adapted from Jones, Charlotte, Ruth Naylor and Tal Rafaeli (Education Development Trust), Yeukai Mlambo, Ann Nielsen and Iveta Silova 
(Arizona State University), and Freda Wolfenden (The Open University). 2019. “Designing the Education Workforce.” Forthcoming Background Paper for 
Transforming the Education Workforce: Learning Teams for a Learning Generation. New York: Education Commission.

Chapter 5 
Developing learning teams

Sc
ho

ol
St

at
e

State collaborates with 
the workforce to create 
a shared vision that 
aligns elements, actors 
and relationships in the 
system

District leads data-
driven cycles of 
improvement and holds 
schools to account 
through supervision 
based on feedback and 
building capacity

School principals 
focus on instructional 
leadership, supporting 
teachers to use data to 
improve teaching and 
learning outcomes

State uses robust 
data to drive strategic 
change through policy 
making, planning, and 
school improvement

District builds teaching 
and learning capacity 
by providing school-
based pedagogical 
coaching and specialist 
support and supports 
peer professional 
learning

Teams of professionals 
work together to ensure 
foundational learning, 
including qualified 
teachers, trainee 
teachers, learning 
support roles

State uses robust data 
to develop policy

District provides 
specialist support to 
schools based on need

Specialist expertise 
and roles beyond 
the teacher ensure 
inclusive learning and 
student welfare

State sets standards 
and builds workforce 
capacity to deliver 
standards, including 
qualifications for new 
roles and diversified 
career tracks

District produces 
reliable, accurate 
data to support local 
decision-making 
and accountability, 
especially around 
equity metrics

Technology used 
to automate where 
possible

Admin staff part time or 
shared across schools

Learning Equity InclusionAccess

Di
st

ric
t

Leadership  
and Management

Student  
Welfare

Operations  
and Admin

Teaching  
and Learning



93

Box 13: EWI in Ghana: Redesigning the education workforce

Ghana recently made the transition to lower-middle-income status and 
has achieved considerable expansion of access to basic education and 
improved gender parity. Despite significant financial commitments to the 
sector, the quality of learning outcomes has not kept pace. Several edu-
cation workforce challenges that contribute to the low quality of learning 
outcomes include: low-quality teaching; teacher absenteeism and attrition; 
inequitable deployment; and the need for improved accountability systems 
and more effective school and district leadership and management. 

Ghana has embarked on a very ambitious education reform agenda with 
12 priorities, including a new standards–based curriculum, transforma-
tion of teacher training, teacher professionalization, and school inspection 
reforms. The Ghana Education Service (GES), the implementing agency 
with oversight of the largest workforce within the Ministry of Education 
(at the national, provincial, district and school levels) through which all 
reforms need to be implemented, is undergoing institutional reform for 
efficient delivery. A new decentralization bill provides a good opportunity 
to consider how to harness district-level resources more effectively – the 
current model district contains up to 61 roles.

The GES reform aims to rethink how the education workforce could be bet-
ter designed to empower teachers, school leaders, and district officials to 
focus on improving learning outcomes, properly deploy teachers, support 
equitable and inclusive access to education, and enable more effective 
school management. 

In support of these reforms, EWI has partnered with PricewaterhouseCoo-
pers to work with the GES and involve key stakeholders to develop:
• An education workforce design to deliver the Education Sector Plan 

2018-30 together with a fully costed implementation plan; and
• A review of the functions and structure needed at the national, regional, 

district, and circuit/ school levels using an organization design approach, 
along with job descriptions with core competencies and skills for key 
roles at district and school level.

The work is still underway but early opportunities have been identified 
around improving instructional leadership at the school and district levels, 
professionalizing roles at the district level, and considering greater differen-
tiation in the teacher role. The revised design is expected by the end of 2019.
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 Develop school networks and harness system leaders to enable schools 
and districts to exchange evidence and knowledge about effective instruc-
tion and management approaches. Policies should encourage schools to 
function as networks with roles such as system leaders and specialists 
working across schools.

 Facilitate a research and development culture throughout the workforce, 
with government policies, funding, and structures supporting evaluative 
research, use of data for decision-making, sharing of lessons, and scaling 
or targeting of effective innovations across the system. Policy would be in-
formed by frontline evidence as well as national and international research, 
and adapted to meet changing needs. 

 Test and develop innovative learning configurations, including technology- 
assisted learning, to better address individual learning needs and give learners 
access to a wider variety of knowledge sources and ways of learning.

 Foster greater cross-sectoral partnerships and collaboration where it leads 
to better education outcomes, through supportive policies, funding, and gov-
ernance structures.

Key messages  
for policymakers
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The vision for the future education workforce involves schools and education 
professionals becoming part of a learning system that adapts to change con-
tinuously and in which professional learning is shared and scaled, benefitting 
more students more quickly. The school as an institution is likely to remain 
the central hub for knowledge sharing and will be needed to provide a safe 
space for children to learn, but learning spaces and configurations will evolve 
and new ones will emerge as technology and personalized learning become 
more available. This is happening already. 

To transform an education system into a learning system, the following 
approaches can be used: 

1. Develop innovative learning configurations to address individual 
learner needs

2. Develop school networks and harness system leaders
3. Leverage cross-sectoral partnerships
4. Encourage a research and development culture where high-impact 

innovations are identified and scaled

Figure 10 illustrates the learning system theory of change and outlines imme-
diate outcomes from each of these approaches.
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Each learning system must be tailored to contextual needs, but illustrative 
implications for workforce roles are presented at the end of each section and 
a diagram of key shifts in the functions at all system levels in Section 6.5.

6.1	 Develop	innovative	learning	configurations	to	address	
individual learner needs

Emerging innovations suggest that the education workforce could respond 
to individual student needs more effectively with different learning configu-
rations. Depending on the learning configuration and class size needed for a 
lesson, learning teams overseen by a qualified teacher could be created from 
different role combinations. Students would experience different learning con-
figurations and the school would maximize its available resources. Managing 
the complexity of this will require additional coordination skills and training 
at the school level, in the form of a managing teacher role, for example. The 
African School for Excellence (see Table 1) shows that using a mix of roles 
and learning configurations can be cost-effective. Although evidence is lim-
ited, effective examples of new learning configurations (often small-scale) do 
exist around the world and even in low-capacity contexts, as shown in Table 1.
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Large class lessons 
delivered by off-site 
specialist teachers 
broadcast through 
interactive radio or TV, 
facilitated by class teacher 

In the MGCubed project in Ghana, 
teaching was delivered by expert 
teachers via video to rural popu-
lations and facilitated by a class 
teacher or assistant, leading to 
improved English and math scores 
and reduced out-of-school rates.281

60 students

Class 
teacher

Science  
specialist

Learning 
configuration Example Illustration

Technology-based content 
sources and interactive 
learning applications, 
facilitated by a learning 
assistant 

In Sudan, Can’t Wait to Learn 
delivers tailored education through 
research-driven, curriculum-based 
gaming technology on tablet 
computers with a facilitator. 
Students improved nearly twice 
as much in math and almost three 
times as much in reading as those 
using traditional approaches.282

60 students 
+ 20 tablets

Learning 
assistant

Class 
teacher

Table 1 - Examples of new learning configurations
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graduates earned 95 percent more 
than their peers.283 30 students

Business 
volunteer

Class 
teacher

Small group remedial 
learning using teaching 
at the right level with a 
community volunteer, 
learning assistant, or trainee 
teacher

The Teacher Community Assistant 
Initiative in Ghana used local high 
school graduates as community 
assistants through the existing 
National Youth Employment 
Program to lead in- and after-
school remedial classes for small 
groups of students in primary 
school, significantly improving 
skills in literacy and numeracy on 
average.284
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Community 
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Literacy 
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Peer learning, group problem 
solving, and creative team 
tasks facilitated by a 
classroom teacher

Project work (individual or 
group) mentored by learning 
assistants (at primary) or 
volunteers from other sectors 
(at secondary)

In South Africa, The African School 
for Excellence serves low-income 
families and operates a “rotational” 
model in their classrooms – 
students rotate between teacher-fa-
cilitated lessons, small group peer 
learning activities, and individual 
work on computers. This model 
places the teacher in a facilitator 
role supported by technology.285 

For each cycle of three rotations, a 
fully qualified teacher is only needed 
in one rotation (instructional) while 
in the other two academic advisors 
(trainee teachers) can manage the 
classroom. Students outperform the 
wealthiest students in South Africa 
by 2.3 times in math and 1.4 times in 
English. The program is cost-effec-
tive at USD $800 per student per 
year.286
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Early evidence suggests adaptive learning technologies could be particularly 
effective in complementing new learning configurations. A model currently 
being tested in universities in the United States and in some developing coun-
tries involves the use of adaptive learning software to deliver personalized 
learning. This frees up time for teachers to provide individual attention to each 
student based on data the system generates and to lead active learning les-
sons to build higher-order skills (see Box 14 on the EWI work in Vietnam). Early 
evidence suggests this has a positive impact on student outcomes.

In urban India, the Mindspark program, a technology-aided afterschool program, 
provides students with personalized instruction. It uses an adaptive comput-
er-assisted learning software with a set of games, videos, and activities that 
pull from a database of over 45,000 questions to test students and provide 
explanations and feedback. The software uses data to identify the learning level 
of every student, deliver customized content targeted at this level, and dynam-
ically adjust to the student’s progress. The program also includes small-group 
instruction, during which teaching assistants cover core concepts that were 
not customized to each student’s learning level. It has improved performance 
in both math and Hindi across multiple grade levels.287 

One of the potential benefits put forward for adaptive learning is that once 
the software has been designed and configured for a particular context, the 
marginal cost of rolling it out at scale is low.288 This depends on the availabil-
ity of low-cost devices to access the software; the Internet or access through 
an offline version; the training and support for teachers to use the technology; 
and the safe storage and use of data. The successful integration of new tech-
nologies in conjunction with the workforce has yet to be tested and evaluated 
at scale in low- or middle-income settings. This is one of the goals of the EWI 
work in Vietnam (see Box 14). 
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Box 14: EWI in Vietnam: High-tech, high-touch learning

Although Vietnam is well known for its highly improved education system, 
the government recognizes that educating students with the STEM skills 
needed to meet its Socio-Economic Development Plan is still a challenge. 
To address this, the Prime Minister issued an instruction to develop new 
approaches to improve STEM education in junior and high schools and 
to encourage learning experiences that enhance problem-solving, creative 
thinking, and adaptability.

EWI is partnering with the Ministry of Education and Training and Arizona 
State University (ASU) to develop a prototype adaptive learning course for 
math teachers and students. The course draws on ASU’s work on ”high-
tech, high-touch learning,” which has shown how adaptive and active learn-
ing can be used to free up teachers’ time to focus on “high-touch” learn-
ing through projects, discussions, hands-on experiences, and nurturing 
higher-order skills such as complex problem-solving and socio-behavioral 
skills. The student experience is personalized; the software adapts to their 
learning level and the teacher can provide targeted support to each stu-
dent using data from the software. Over 65,000 students at ASU have used 
adaptive courseware across many subjects. In college algebra, students 
have achieved a 25 percent increase in pass rates with the new learning 
experience, with those furthest behind making the most progress.

EWI is also reviewing what education workforce roles are needed to pro-
vide STEM education. This includes a pilot program to include trainee math 
teachers as learning assistants in the adaptive and active learning class to 
both support teachers and provide trainees with more experiential training. 
EWI is exploring the potential of using an adaptive learning approach to 
train teachers in the new curriculum.

The project will be externally evaluated and findings shared in early 2020.
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6.2 Develop school networks and harness system leaders 

Evidence shows that when schools collaborate, they tend to improve more 
rapidly. Networks of schools and educators have demonstrated they can 
organize the diverse expertise needed to solve complex educational issue. 
Historically in low-income countries, collaboration across schools has been 
through school clusters. Clusters have been identified as key mechanisms to 
support new leaders, share innovations, transfer professional knowledge, and 
encourage greater efficiency in resource use.289 In Ethiopia, clusters supported 
by cluster resource centers have increased teacher motivation and improved 
practices.290 Particularly in rural areas, school clusters can support the sharing 
of pedagogical innovations and good practice when traditional teaching and 
learning methods are not generally adapted to the context. But they need to 
be managed effectively. A recent World Bank study on school reform in Dubai 
concludes that school collaboration is a promising approach that promotes 
cost-effective school-to-school learning.291

A study of five rapidly improving school systems (Vietnam, Brazil, England, UAE, 
and the United States) that have improved student outcomes and/or closed the 
attainment gap for disadvantaged students identified school collaboration as a 
key reform strategy. For example, pairing high- and low-performing schools were 
part of the London Challenge and school reforms in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.292

A landmark study between 2004 and 2009 by the universities of Toronto and 
Minnesota across nine states in the United States looked at the effect of local 
system characteristics on student achievement. It concluded that networks 
that encouraged collaborative professional learning accounted for 17 percent 
of the variation in student achievement across districts.293

School collaboration can take many forms, from the simple sharing of 
resources among schools, to deeper collaboration based on peer school eval-
uation. As stated in Chapter 3, networks deliberately establish connections 
and work towards common interests and goals. This can include peer men-
toring among head teachers, collaborative teacher professional development 
strategies, and implementation across schools.

High-performing professionals can play a role as “system leaders” to share 
their experience and practice with other schools and foster school collabo-
ration. Using system leaders is a cost-effective and powerful way to support 
peer learning and increase the professionalization of education leadership. 
Teachers are more likely to change their practices when they see colleagues 
they admire – not just official leaders – championing desired improvements.294 
In addition, using high-performing head teachers to mentor others working 
in similar schools is effective. It motivates practitioners to raise standards 
because they can see what is possible in contexts like their own and gives 
them access to highly tailored local solutions.295 The concept has been used 
to support rapid school improvement in several contexts.

As part of Rio de Janeiro’s successful school turnaround strategy, the city’s Sec-
retary for Education used sophisticated data analysis to identify ”godmother 
schools” as system leaders, which then collaborated with struggling schools 
in the same area to support them to transform learning.296
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The Education Development Trust has been pioneering a systems approach to 
strengthening school leadership in Kenya, India, and Rwanda based on success-
ful models from the UK and New Zealand. It identifies high-performing school 
principals, pairs them with principals in similar but lower performing schools, 
and trains and supports them to develop mentoring relationships built around a 
defined school improvement priority. In Rwanda, almost 500 national and local 
“Leaders of Learning” were appointed to lead data-driven school improvement 
planning across their districts, working in collaboration with peers through one-
to-one coaching and professional learning communities. The approach has had 
impressive impacts on student learning outcomes in the UK for both the ben-
eficiary school and the system leader’s school. Pilots in Kenya and India have 
shown statistically significant improvements in the leadership competence of 
mentors and their ability to give quality feedback. Teaching quality in the men-
tees’ schools also increased by 20 percent, based on a standardized teaching 
quality instrument.297

The aim of the Teach For All network of partners — which recruit well-qual-
ified, diverse graduates to teach in under-resourced schools for a minimum 
of two years — is for alumni to continue as system leaders, either inside or 
outside formal education. As school leaders, policymakers, advocates, social 
entrepreneurs, or civic leaders, alumni aim to drive change within the broader 
education ecosystem or across sectors affecting education.298 
 
Formal awards and public recognition of high-performing professionals can 
be used to motivate high-performing teachers and encourage innovation. 
Examples include the Varkey Global Teacher Prize, the World Innovation Sum-
mit for Education (WISE) Awards, and the Star Teacher Awards in Punjab, 
Pakistan.299 

As the capacity of schools increases, school networks can provide 
professional development. Skilled school-based practitioners can share 
their expertise and knowledge across school networks and beyond. For 
example, Singapore’s Teachers Network Initiative encourages teachers to 
share effective practice from their own classroom experiences with other 
teachers through informal learning circles, rather than relying only on a central 
body of experts to prescribe how best to improve teaching and learning.300 
By strengthening professional collaboration, schools can lead change and 
improvement for themselves with collaborative school improvement plans 
and reflective practice. Schools can work closely with teacher education 
institutions to undertake practitioner research and share results across 
schools, thus increasing their professionalism. 

With effective school networks, district roles can focus on network support 
and identifying and disseminating good practice. As school networks lead 
professional development, evidence shows that districts can play an import-
ant role in facilitating peer-to-peer learning and experimentation.301 Districts 
could provide overall direction for area-wide school improvement and align 
efforts to tackle common local barriers to improved teaching and learning. 
They could also broker the supply and demand of specialist expertise across 
the district to support equitable and efficient resource management. The 
OECD and UNICEF’s recommendation that district-level officials “encourage 
professional learning and development, promote innovations and school-to-
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school collaboration, and help disseminate good practice” supports this.302 
Districts should also create their own forms of networks for knowledge shar-
ing, skills development, and reflection on practice so they can continuously 
learn.303 Through increased collaboration, a culture of trust and shared respon-
sibility can develop where people are assumed to be motivated and capable 
and everyone feels accountable for the education system’s success. 

New competencies and skills are needed to drive school networks. School 
and district leaders need to know how to manage a learning system, lead 
area-wide learning, and scale best practices. These competencies need to 
be considered as part of strengthening the system and incorporated into role 
selection, initial training, and professional development.

Box 15:  School and district level – illustrative roles needed to work with 
school networks

School principal as system leader leads collaborative school improvement 
and strategic resource management to continuously improve outcomes 
and ensure equitable resourcing across a network.

Teacher as system leader raises quality of teaching and learning by quality 
assuring peer-led teacher CPD and scaling best practices so all students 
can benefit.

Inclusion specialist builds a learning culture that ensures inclusive man-
agement, teaching, and learning across the network.

6.3 Leverage cross-sectoral partnerships 

Partnerships within the education system and beyond – including families 
and communities, higher education, cultural institutions, and businesses 
– can support broader education goals.304 New evidence demonstrates the 
importance of partnerships and coalition-building for successful education 
reforms.305 With networks, the education system can engage and connect 
to other actors to make education more relevant for learners, forge a greater 
connection to the world outside school, and provide a broader range of skills 
and expertise to address education challenges and foster innovation. 

South Korea created strategic partnerships outside the education system to 
improve the relevance of secondary education during the changing labor mar-
ket in the 1990s. High-status Meister high schools utilized high-level indus-
try experts as school principals, and teachers and schools were encouraged 
to collaborate with industries to enrich curricula and establish internships for 
students and teachers. Wide-ranging measures were introduced to incentivize 
students to participate and to persuade parents and employers to support the 
system. Piloting, testing, and scaling new and disruptive approaches were key 
to success, building a wide base of support, and ensuring quality control and 
accountability.306 
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Cross-sectoral partnerships can be formed at all levels. At the school level, 
learners are likely to interact with a wider range of professionals, and commu-
nity resources can support greater applied and real-world learning. Building 
on the learning team approach, volunteers or occasional staff from the local 
community can supplement lessons with applied and project-based learning, 
helping connect what children are learning to real-world issues. These vol-
unteers can be drawn from the business sector, community organizations, 
youth organizations, other parts of the social sector, or universities. At the 
secondary level, these roles can help improve the relevance of work-related 
skills and bridge the gap between education and the labor market. Although 
much less common, examples exist in low-income countries.

INJAZ in Jordan partners with volunteers from private-sector companies to pro-
vide lessons on business skills, including financial literacy, ethical leadership, 
teamwork, creative thinking, communication, and interpersonal skills. About 
23,000 volunteers have been trained. Private-sector companies also adopt 
schools, share information and data, and provide employment and internship 
opportunities to graduates, creating better links between school and work. An 
internal study found that INJAZ graduates had an unemployment rate of 19 
percent compared to the national rate of 32 percent.307 

Educate! in Uganda draws on entrepreneurs and employees from local busi-
nesses to teach the entrepreneurship curriculum alongside teachers in schools. 
In addition to initially relieving teachers of having to get up to speed on new 
topics, this approach builds their capacity in this area over the long term.308 
Educate!’s quasi-experimental study demonstrated that participants were 50 
percent more likely to be employed from a base of 17 percent in the comparison 
group and that Educate! graduates earned 95 percent more than their peers.309

When involving support from outside the school, additional safeguarding 
requirements may be needed, and some schools may have access to only a 
narrow range of local expertise. Use of carefully curated video content, social 
media, and livestreamed interactive sessions can be used to give learners 
access to expertise from other sectors when distance and/or safeguarding 
concerns limit face-to-face interactions.

Emerging evidence suggests that as teacher capacity improves, school prin-
cipals can focus more on building external connections. Connection-building 
activities can include working with parents, developing community relation-
ships, and interacting with organizations such as foundations and publishers 
to enhance school resources.310 

A study of Pittsburgh public schools in the United States suggests that school 
leaders who build the school’s external social capital are associated with 
improved teaching and learning. This research found that “when principals 
spent more time building external social capital, the quality of instruction in the 
school was higher and students’ scores on standardized tests in both reading 
and math were higher.” 311 

An inter-sectoral peer mentoring program for school leaders can improve 
school management. The Partners for Possibility program in South Africa 
pairs school principals with business leaders who act as thinking partners to 
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design change solutions for under-performing schools.312 Drawing on “action 
learning” approaches, the business leader and school principal participate 
together in a leadership development program and then jointly tackle prob-
lems within the school. Case study evidence indicates that the initiative is 
leading to improved school functioning, and the program has been taken up 
by the Gauteng Department of Education.313 

At all levels, closer coordination is needed with health and social services pro-
fessionals who provide specialized services to schools such as assessment 
of physical and mental health, counselling, health education, and addressing 
domestic issues that impact learning (e.g. early childbearing, children acting 
as caretakers, domestic violence). This can also strengthen overall service 
provision to children with disabilities,314 but requires greater coordination and 
collaboration across sectors. District partnerships with a wider set of actors 
and intermediary organizations like businesses and NGOs could also foster 
innovation and address systemic barriers to education outcomes through new 
connections and organizational structures.

New competencies and skills are needed to leverage cross-sectoral part-
nerships. School and district leaders need competencies in building relation-
ships, collaboration, communication, and cross-sectoral planning and budget-
ing. These competencies should be considered as part of strengthening the 
system and incorporated into role selection, initial training, and professional 
development. 

Box 16: School and district level – illustrative roles driven by 
cross-sectoral partnerships 

Community members or experts from across sectors can be drawn from 
the business sector, community and non-profit organizations, universities, 
or social sectors to provide specialist expertise or knowledge to help 
schools apply real-world learning.

Health and welfare professionals provide specialized services to schools 
such as physical and mental health assessment, counseling, and health 
education, and address domestic issues that impact learning.

6.4 Encourage a research and development culture where 
high-impact	innovations	are	identified	and	scaled

In a learning system, the school becomes the site of experimentation and 
innovation. New workforce functions and roles are needed to promote a 
research and development culture where high-impact innovations are identi-
fied and scaled so the whole education system benefits. 

School networks can provide fertile ground for knowledge exchange and sur-
facing of innovations. Some scholars suggest that the novel interactions and 
information exchanges in network communities facilitate innovation because 

Learners as individuals
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they can surface and test new insights with diverse sets of individuals working 
in highly varied circumstances. This enables more fluid exchanges across 
contexts and institutional boundaries.315

Actors at all levels of the system will need to become both users and produc-
ers of evidence and data. They will require access to data that is relevant to 
their needs, and the data they generate must feed into the decisions of other 
actors in the system.316 Advances in technology and digitization will most 
likely continue to democratize data generation and analysis, particularly at 
the local level. Roles such as data analysts will need to build data literacy at 
all levels, help create an evidence-based culture, and use sophisticated ana-
lytics to draw insights about local causes of underperformance. Districts and 
networks can then disseminate the analysis with embedded feedback loops 
throughout the system. 

Policy should be informed by this frontline evidence, as well as national and 
international research, and adapted to meet changing needs. A growing body 
of research relating to civil-service effectiveness and reform highlights the 
need to improve the use of evidence by policymakers and for them to medi-
ate research findings for busy frontline practitioners.317 It also highlights the 
need for new institutional and leadership capacities in change leadership and 
adaptive policymaking that responds in an agile way to the complexities of 
implementation.318 District and state levels should include these functions in 
their design.

In Vietnam’s rapidly improving education system, research shows that policy-
makers have a very strong learning system in place, based on rapid feedback 
on evidence of what works: “the ‘logical system’ [is] simultaneously both ‘top 
down’ and ‘bottom up.’ Mandated policies are cascaded down from the national 
government to schools […] there is in place a feedback loop that involves the 
rapid reporting of frontline views on implementation problems up the system 
through the middle tier to the national ministry.”319

A research and development culture should be cultivated at all levels of the 
system to identify, research, codify, and scale innovations. 320 Initial training 
and professional development would be needed for all key roles in self-directed 
learning, peer-learning, evaluation skills, and skills in generating and using evi-
dence to enable professionals to make evidence-based decisions. These skills 
are not easily acquired through short-term training, so development of such 
skills should be embedded in initial teacher training courses. When equipped 
with the right skills and tools, teachers can use rigorous research methodol-
ogies, such as randomized control trials, within their own schools. This could 
lead to teacher-led clinical trials of pedagogical approaches and help gener-
ate professional knowledge just as practitioner-led clinical trials have contrib-
uted to the development of medicine. Teachers in the UK who engaged in the 
design and delivery of a randomized control trial demonstrated improved evi-
dence-based behaviors.321 Singapore’s Teacher-Researcher Networks (learn-
ing communities composed of faculty researchers from the National Institute 
of Education, senior specialists from the Ministry of Education, and teach-
er-researchers) illustrate how a research culture can be cultivated across a 
system.322
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Box 17: Learning from health: building an 
evidence-informed profession

Medicine has progressed rapidly as an evidence-informed profession 
through the development of a culture, structures, and training systems in 
which health professionals are trained to understand evidence. Training 
and career structures actively encourage doctors to conduct robust experi-
mental trials on alternative treatments and to generate and share evidence 
of which treatments are most effective.  

…there is a huge prize waiting to be claimed by teachers. By collecting better 
evidence about what works best, and establishing a culture where this evi-
dence is used as a matter of routine, we can improve outcomes for children, 
and increase professional independence.

Reference: Ben Goldacre. 2013. “Building evidence into education.” 

Teacher training institutions could train and develop key roles beyond teach-
ers. As an important part of an adaptive, evidence-based system, these insti-
tutions serve as knowledge hubs or centers of excellence to generate new 
research from practicing members of the workforce. This research can then 
be incorporated into preparation and professional development programs as 
well as policy development and implementation. The education workforce 
can play a key role as change agents. Strong partnerships among the key 
stakeholders – universities, schools, policymakers, and unions – would be 
required to facilitate this.323 

6.5 Key shifts in the education workforce at each level in a 
learning system 

To summarize the key shifts above, Figure 11 shows the four functions in 
an education system (leadership, management, and governance; teaching 
and learning; student welfare; and administration and operations support) at 
the school, district, and state levels. It illustrates potential shifts in how the 
functions are performed when moving to a learning system. Given that each 
country is at a different stage of development, some of these shifts may have 
already occurred in some contexts.
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Figure 11-  Key shifts across functions at each level to transform into a learning system
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Figure 12 illustrates a potential range of roles by function that could be formed 
at the school level within a learning system (those in bold added for the learn-
ing system). Different roles will be relevant depending on the context and 
whether the school is at primary or secondary level. As explained in Section 
6.1, varying combinations of these roles would be needed for different learn-
ing configurations. Many of these roles have been described throughout this 
chapter.

Figure 12 - A continuum of illustrative roles at school level in a learning system
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Navigating the political economy
 Before designing or embarking on reform, policymakers should analyze 
the political context to understand what is possible and identify windows of 
opportunity for major reform. It may not be possible to achieve the desired 
change through a single reform; sequencing, strategic bundling of interven-
tions, and gradual integration of reforms are options to consider. 

 Reform processes must recognize the education workforce and their rep-
resentative organizations as change agents and engage them in genuine 
dialogue to design, implement, and sustain education workforce reform. 
Policymakers also need to engage other key stakeholders, including parent 
groups, civil society, and government bodies in other sectors to identify risks 
and opportunities and ensure joint ownership.

 The design of a reform should draw on robust evidence, both international 
and local, to clarify options and build the case for reform. Careful attention 
to best practice delivery and change management approaches should in-
form how changes are implemented. 

 Key to successful implementation is ongoing communications with all 
stakeholders, monitoring and evaluating implementation closely, and adapt-
ing as necessary. Measures of success at all levels in the system need to be 
defined, measured, and analyzed.

 In order to sustain change, reform goals must be embedded within sector 
plans and through legislation. Building the capacity of supporting account-
ability structures and recognizing reform leaders is also crucial.

Planning,	costing	and	financing	the	education	workforce
 Financial support for investments in the human and social capital of the 
workforce is needed to ensure the fundamental right to education and to 
meet SDG 4. Teachers are the most important determinant of learning out-
comes at school level and rightly, they represent the largest share of the in-
vestment in education. Smart investment in the workforce will lead to lon-
ger-term returns through improved efficiencies and greater effectiveness. 
Some of the approaches outlined in this report require an increase in invest-
ment (e.g. hiring more trained and qualified teachers, specialist teachers, 
or formal support roles), while others may produce efficiencies or improve 
cost-effectiveness of workforce investments (e.g. redistribution of teachers, 
reorienting roles towards learning, use of differing learning configurations). 
Investment choices will be context-specific.

 To unlock resources, Ministries of Education need to make the investment 
case for change convincing. By using cost-benefit analysis, reformers can 
compare options and demonstrate the learning gains workforce reform can 
achieve as well as the economic and social returns improved learning can 
generate. Investments in the education workforce should be prioritized to-
wards the poor and most marginalized to deliver the greatest returns.

 As the education workforce becomes more diverse and multifaceted, cost-
ing models need to reflect a wider range of roles, levels, geographies, and 
composition of the workforce. Accurately estimating the short- and long-
term costs of the workforce is an important element in any planning or work-
force reform effort. Efforts to collect additional data on the current work-
force, including roles beyond teachers, are needed. It will be important to 
continuously review and improve costing models and ensure the availability 
and use of accurate data.

Key messages  
for policymakers
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7.1 Navigating the political economy of workforce reforms

The political economy of any context heavily influences any attempt at educa-
tion workforce reform. This section provides considerations for and examples 
of strategies that have been used to address the political economy challenges 
and opportunities of implementing education workforce reforms. It is struc-
tured using the stages in a reform process:

1. Initiating and designing reforms
2. Implementing reforms
3. Scaling up and sustaining reforms

This section draws on political economy literature, workforce reform strat-
egies, and political economy analyses in two of the EWI countries: Ghana 
and Vietnam. As with other chapters, evidence on successful system-wide 
reforms in low-income countries is limited.

1.  Initiating and designing reforms

Start with an understanding of the political context 
Political economy analysis helps to illuminate important dynamics of the 
reform process.324 Each education workforce is embedded within a political 
context that has certain characteristics – social, cultural, and economic – 
which must be understood as part of any reform effort.325 

The structural characteristics or governance structure, including the type of 
state as well as the bureaucratic culture and norms of state institutions, are 
an important starting point.326 For example, in many countries a large share 
of total education spending goes to government administration, with many 
of these jobs open to political appointment. This creates conditions for cli-
entelism and corruption, which can lead to strong opposition to reforms.327 
Understanding implications of governance structures is a key aspect of polit-
ical economy analysis that can help guide what is possible. 

Another critical aspect of political economy analysis is the political moment 
for reform. Agendas of the political parties in power as well as election cycles 
can both bolster and hinder reforms. Reforms that are complex, take time to 
implement, require more resources, and face stronger opposition will likely be 
more difficult during competitive electoral environments.328 Periods of polit-
ical and social transitions, such as emergence of new elites or changes in 
the relative power of social groups, can create opportunities for reform.329 
Some countries have strategically leveraged key windows of opportunity to 
advance reforms: Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial – the alternative secondary 
education program in Honduras – benefited from the high political pressure 
on Central American governments to provide secondary schooling to rural 
areas in the 1990s.330 

Build on robust evidence to clarify the options and constraints 
and create buy-in
Data on the current education workforce (such as composition and capacity) 
must be understood and should guide workforce design. Robust evidence is 
required to gauge the likely effects of different options given the wider policy 
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environment.331 Data demonstrating the potential impact can also be used to 
build the case for reform. This has been used successfully in Latin American 
education workforce reforms.332 In Kenya, robust evidence on impact from 
a smaller-scale pilot was crucial to the scale-up of the Tusome early grade 
reading program.333 However, depending on context, if evidence challenges 
the status quo, there may be resistance to the reform.

Engage key stakeholders to identify risks and opportunities and ensure 
joint ownership
The design of reforms should engage key stakeholders and identify their 
needs, interests, and motivations.334 This is critical to create buy-in by those 
who will implement and be affected by the reforms. Engaging stakeholders in 
the development of education policy can cultivate a sense of joint ownership 
about the need, relevance, and nature of reforms and help identify unforeseen 
risks and opportunities.335 

Common stakeholder engagement strategies include mapping stakeholder 
groups, undertaking consultations, interviews, and surveys, or visiting dis-
trict and school sites. Some scholars recommend a process of ”backward 
mapping” in which those closest to the point of implementation are engaged 
in the policy process from the outset, under the assumption that those clos-
est to the source of the problem have the greatest ability to influence it.336 
However, this can be difficult as not all stakeholders are formally organized, 
particularly marginalized groups. Evidence from the health sector suggests 
that marginalized groups can be organized through coordinated social move-
ments, user lobbies, and explicit promotion of user participation in policy-
making.337

Teachers and their unions are key primary stakeholders to engage at an 
early stage as they can highlight the existence and scale of potential risks 
or unintended consequences and provide additional evidence to support 
policy objectives. Respect for teacher unions as design partners of key, or 
even controversial, reforms is a fundamental feature contributing to reform 
sustainability or “resoluteness”338 (see Box 18). This is especially true for con-
tentious workforce reforms such as promotion and compensation. Evidence 
has shown that without buy-in from a critical mass of teachers, new teacher 
compensation systems will not succeed.339 
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Box 18: Teachers as a driving force in policy reforms

Of all stakeholders, teachers and their unions are usually the most 
organized groups with significant power to influence education policy. 
However, teacher unions are not equally organized and influential across 
countries. An OECD study of the teaching profession found that “the better 
a country’s education system performs, the more likely that country is 
working constructively with its unions and treating its teachers as trusted 
professional partners.” Teachers may resist certain reforms, especially 
those that directly threaten their core interests: job stability, individual 
performance evaluations, pay linked to performance, and other work 
conditions. But evidence shows that this can often be avoided through 
negotiations, adapting policies to teacher input, sequencing reforms, and 
keeping channels of communication open and transparent. 

In Chile, respect for teacher unions as partners has played a fundamental 
role in the sustainability of education workforce reform. All major changes 
in Chile’s teacher policies have been developed in consultation with the 
teachers’ union, and often managed through protracted, multiyear nego-
tiations. The government also utilized sequencing to work with unions, 
moving gradually from relatively non-controversial reforms to more chal-
lenging reforms – e.g. a school-based bonus pay was implemented before 
a pay-for-performance policy.  
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Other members of the workforce should be involved in the design process, 
including district officials. In some countries, education support person-
nel are unionized, but in many contexts they are not, making it more diffi-
cult to engage them systematically. In Uganda and India, the STIR program 
consulted district officials to understand their needs and priorities to help 
improve the intrinsic motivation of thousands of district and subdistrict offi-
cials and 200,000 teachers. As a result, the program provided district offi-
cials with special training and links to networks that supported their efforts to 
motivate teachers and bound them to the reform process.340 In cases where 
some stakeholders resist change, overcoming opposition can be tricky as 
their voices are often strong. One way to address this is to build pro-reform 
coalitions that can also facilitate joint ownership. 
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Dialogue and collaboration with a wider set of stakeholders can be useful for 
both reform design and building pro-reform coalitions. This should include 
those that may not be formally organized or are outside the education sector:
• Parents often face challenges in acting collectively either because they 

are so dispersed geographically or stratified socially.341 They are usually 
not organized to participate in dialogue at the system level and may lack 
knowledge of the potential gains from different policies.342 Engaging par-
ents would be vital in moving towards a learning team approach given their 
potentially greater role in schools. 

• Engaging civil society organizations can be helpful to identify innovation 
and leapfrogging opportunities, and to partner in holding governments to 
account. They can also play a role in conducting research and providing 
technical assistance.343 

• Under certain circumstances, engaging private-sector partners could poten-
tially be beneficial. One example is through high-visibility commissions or 
expert panels. In Australia, the expert panel set up in 2010 by Prime Minister 
Julia Gillard to review school funding was chaired by a respected business 
leader.344 When considering the future education workforce, engaging the 
private sector will be important at all levels in the system, to both draw on 
their expertise, and negotiate for reforms that rely on their goods or services 
(e.g. technology).

The T-TEL program in Ghana to reform initial teacher training illustrates well 
how key stakeholders can be engaged in policy design and implementation. 
Despite initial institutional resistance to change and a desire to maintain the sta-
tus quo by many stakeholders, extensive consultations and early and ongoing 
engagement meant that these political challenges were mitigated. These con-
sultations took various forms such as stakeholder forums, curriculum reform 
forums, writing workshops, presentations by the government to teacher unions, 
teacher training colleges, universities, partner schools, and national-level policy 
events and learning summits. Persuasive evidence and fostering ownership 
and leadership of change by education experts and the workforce within edu-
cation institutions helped to engage stakeholders rather than expecting them 
to be passive recipients of the reform.345

Engaging stakeholders from across sectors will become increasingly 
important for the future education workforce as cross-sector collaboration 
becomes more prevalent. The health sector actively seeks out cross-sectoral 
opportunities to collaborate with and influence non-health sectors, from light-
touch coordination across sectors to collaborative problem-solving for deeply 
rooted social problems. Although every sector has its own mandate, funding 
streams, interests, incentives, languages, and disciplinary cultures which can 
conflict,346 coordination is possible. In Peru, the reform team at the Ministry 
of Education successfully worked with economists in the Ministry of Finance, 
broadening the policy network and technical support for implementation.347

Leverage political capital at all levels to ensure successful implementation
Education leaders need to calibrate the degree of political support they can 
count on at all levels and plan the size and scope of the reform program 
accordingly.348 This means understanding the political capital that heads of 
government and ministers have and are willing to spend on education reform. 
Leadership continuity has been essential in catalyzing and sustaining reforms 
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in the world’s most improved school systems.349 Maintaining trust at the top 
level is also crucial.350 This can be difficult as turnover in ministerial appoint-
ments is higher in education than other areas, partly because ministers often 
resign when their reforms generate too much political conflict.351

Lack of political will at the local level often undermines reforms,352 but iden-
tifying local champions can help drive the case for reform. Engaging the 
community through a learning team and learning system approach can cata-
lyze local political will to sustain reform. In some initiatives, local ownership 
strategies are also very effective, and when given the opportunity local leaders 
can emerge organically. 

The Lesson Study program in Zambia (see Chapter 5) introduced peer-to-peer 
collaborative learning practice for primary and secondary teachers. Before it 
was introduced, Zambian officials observed the program in other countries and 
saw the benefits firsthand. Of these officials, a small group of “local champi-
ons” emerged – some of whom were former schoolteachers. They had insights 
about local realities, helped identify innovative solutions on the ground, and 
could be held accountable if actions were not completed. These leaders 
became the driving force within the government to scale up the program, result-
ing in improved teaching skills that were correlated with improved student pass 
rates on the Grade 12 national exam.353 

2.  Implementing reforms

Effective implementation requires a coherent plan and strategically 
timed rollout
To be coherent, incentives must be aligned to the reform needs, the respon-
sibilities of each actor, and how the actors interact with each other. This is 
especially important for a future education workforce that is working in teams 
across networks. “Delivery approaches” have been used to help address align-
ment of reform goals across actors by using detailed plans or “roadmaps” 
that outline roles and responsibilities and incorporate real-time data feedback 
loops. More research is needed to understand this approach,354 and clear lines 
of accountability, good leadership, and management must be in place.355

The level of decentralization impacts implementation of reforms and can 
delegate more responsibility and decision-making power to the stakehold-
ers closer to the ground, such as district officials and school leaders. This 
approach can introduce more influence and flexibility at the local level, 
which may allow officials to leverage their positions in ways that minimize 
rent-seeking and corruption.356 But in some contexts, decentralization can add 
to the complexity of political economy dynamics, depending on coordination, 
resources, and relative capacity across levels of implementation and may not 
be more effective. Costing and financing is a core element of any coherent 
reform plan as many reforms fail due to insufficient funding. 

Reformers should consider sequencing, strategic bundling of initiatives, 
and gradual integration of reforms. Sequencing can be driven by technical 
logic (for example, an initial teacher training reform would be more effective 
after a teacher recruitment reform), but it can also be driven by political con-
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siderations and perceptions of reforms that would be more palatable at the 
outset. In Peru, Ecuador, and Colombia, voluntary teacher evaluations were 
introduced before compulsory ones.357 Another strategy is bundling reforms 
with existing initiatives. For example, cross-sectoral collaboration between 
education and health workers could be facilitated through the institutional 
architecture of pre-existing school feeding programs. Contentious reforms 
can also be bundled with other compensatory policies.358 Piloting and gradual 
integration of the policy over time instead of a sudden major change can sta-
bilize the implementation process and make it more likely to succeed. 

Chile initially created the National Teacher Evaluation Program, which concen-
trated on teacher skills rather than directly linking student performance and 
teacher pay. It was initially introduced on a voluntary basis through a teacher 
self-evaluation and then piloted over two years before becoming compulsory, 
giving actors time to adjust to higher standards. The general consensus from 
impact evaluations indicates that these measures have had a positive effect 
on education quality.359

Ongoing communication with those implementing the reform is critical 
Ongoing communication with key stakeholders provides critical feedback 
throughout the process and facilitates adaptation of the reform. Effective 
communication strategies were key to the implementation of major teacher 
policy reforms in Mexico, Ecuador, and Peru. The expansion of ICT and new 
modes of communication like social media can be very effective forms of 
communication. 

The Education Secretary of Rio de Janeiro, Claudia Costin, was the first to use 
Twitter to communicate directly and daily with the municipality’s 55,000 teach-
ers. She built trust and support among teachers during a four-year period of 
progressive reform by responding to critical feedback without defensiveness 
and publicly acknowledging and acting on useful suggestions.360

A data-driven approach to monitoring and evaluation of implementation 
provides information for course correction
Monitoring and evaluation of implementation should be data-driven and lead 
to adaptation throughout implementation. This can be done through setting 
benchmarks, appraisal mechanisms, and education workforce information 
systems.

The Tusome program in Kenya monitored implementation of the program’s 
progress by tracking teacher adoption and application of desired instructional 
practices and student outcomes. Curriculum support officers and head teach-
ers conducted structured observations of teachers’ classroom instruction 
and sampled student performance data, which was collected and shared on 
a dashboard using tablets. Early signs suggest that these regular monitoring 
systems are leading to a type of normative shift in expectations of and support 
for teachers, even without negative consequences (or, conversely, remunerative 
rewards) being tied to the outcomes of the monitoring data.361
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3. Scaling up and sustaining reforms

Sustainability of a reform requires integration with the larger 
education system
Political economy challenges often undermine scaling interventions, even 
those that show initial potential. Experience from previous system-wide edu-
cation reforms across diverse contexts suggests that actors who maneuver 
and situate reforms within existing institutions increase the potential for intro-
ducing and sustaining change.362 A recent study of successful scaling experi-
ences in education demonstrates how innovation more readily takes root and 
scales when it responds directly to challenges facing the state and aligns with 
existing government priorities and policies.363 

Escuela Nueva, the school model that has scaled in Latin America and else-
where, has deliberately worked through government systems with a bottom-up 
approach. Their model shows that system connection and local autonomy can 
coexist and be sustainable. They have had an explicit strategy to liaise with 
government through links with the national curriculum, information sharing, 
interactions with ministry personnel, and seeking financial and political support. 
They have also related their own assessments to national assessments.364

Reforms should be complemented by support structures to enable scale-up
In order to scale and sustain reforms, there must be complementary support 
structures. These can include embedding reform goals within sector plans 
and through legislation, capacity building of roles to support accountability 
structures, strengthening institutional structures, formally recognizing reform 
leaders to encourage sustained political will, and developing human capacity 
to sustain long-term impact.365 

The Tusome program in Kenya includes system-wide capacity-building to ensure 
long-term sustainability. Tusome trains curriculum support officers, administra-
tors, teachers, and instructional coaches on practical classroom-based strate-
gies, and trains principals in instructional leadership and management of new 
learning materials. The program even provides training for national and regional 
education leaders to address gaps in policies that impact early-grade reading. 
Support structures are strengthened by institutionalizing monitoring mecha-
nisms.366 

Recognizing the education workforce as change agents is critical to any 
successful workforce reform 
For any workforce reform to be successful, the education workforce them-
selves must be empowered to be change agents. It is important to involve 
them at an early stage in the design and development of a reform, harnessing 
their motivation and encouraging them to work as champions or system lead-
ers. This is a critical step in moving towards learning teams and a learning 
system. 

The STIR initiative in Uganda and India fosters system-wide conditions that 
boost teachers’ motivation. The program builds teacher networks and trains 
officials to reignite teacher motivation at scale within the existing teacher work-
force. These networks allow teachers to see tangible results in the form of 
increased motivation and improved mastery of curriculum and content.367
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In some cases, the bureaucratic environment is so deeply entrenched within a 
system that it can be difficult for people who have been part of the system to 
become agents of change. One strategy is to draw key stakeholders, including 
those outside the government sector, into high-visibility reform commissions 
or expert panels.368 Another strategy is to identify visionary leaders and enlist 
the international community to support them as change agents. As part of 
an international learning team, prominent leaders can facilitate knowledge 
sharing and networking opportunities across countries and recognize reform 
successes on the global stage at forums and high-level meetings.

7.2	 Planning,	costing,	and	financing	the	education	workforce	

To create and sustain a high-quality education system, financing needs to be 
above and beyond what is currently being spent in low- and middle-income 
countries. Using a global costing model, the Education Commission esti-
mates total spending (public and private) needs to rise to 10 percent of GDP 
by 2030 to meet SDG 4. But to achieve this goal, countries must also invest in 
reforms that approach education spending as investments for learning. This 
must include reforms to make the education workforce more effective, since 
teachers are the most important determinant of learning outcomes at the 
school level and they rightly represent the largest share of the investment in 
education.369 On average in low-income countries, almost 80 percent of total 
education spending is on teacher salaries,370 and demand for teachers will rise 
along with student numbers. As outlined throughout this report, investment 
is also needed in other members of the workforce at the school, district, and 
state levels to improve education outcomes for all.  

Understanding and planning for changes in the workforce is fundamental 
for any education system. This includes understanding demand and align-
ing supply; introducing or amending salaries, benefits, and incentives; and 
adopting workforce strengthening approaches (e.g. training and professional 
development). As the workforce moves towards a wider array of roles and 
costs, financing strategies must be considered in planning and investment 
discussions. 

Planning for and estimating the costs of a fully redesigned workforce, espe-
cially in its more ambitious future form, is challenging.371 Some of the propos-
als outlined in this report inevitably increase costs (e.g. hiring enough trained 
and qualified teachers, specialist teachers, or formal support roles), while oth-
ers may produce efficiencies and improve cost-effectiveness (e.g. redistribu-
tion of teachers, reorientation of roles towards learning, use of different learn-
ing configurations). Allocations of teachers, supplementary roles, improved 
leadership at the school, district, and national levels, and their associated 
unit costs will be highly context-specific. In many cases, salary profiles are 
not available for new roles and will depend on local labor market conditions, 
including alignment to other occupations requiring similar levels of skills. 

As the education workforce becomes more diverse and multifaceted, plan-
ning and costing models need to follow suit. While there have been substan-
tial improvements, many education sector plans still lack a robust costing and 
financing plan. Costing information on the education workforce and associ-
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ated reforms in low-income countries is often limited to some simplistic cal-
culations in sector plans and is often abstract and disconnected from budget-
ing discussions. Few low-income countries have specific education workforce 
planning and allocation models, despite increased attention to these models 
in health systems372 and in developed countries. This report presents an anal-
ysis of existing models and proposes ways of improving costing exercises in 
the future.

The goal of free equitable, quality primary and secondary education for 
all implies that the large majority of education workforce costs will be 
absorbed by the public sector. However, financing needs often outstrip avail-
able resources. Global estimates using standard teacher-pupil ratios suggest 
that under current trends in 87 countries, available domestic finance will be 
insufficient to meet overall costs of providing quality education by 2030. In 17 
countries, available domestic finance will not even be sufficient to meet work-
force costs.373 As a result, countries must consider different financing options 
and carefully prioritize resource allocation to ensure marginalized children are 
sufficiently supported. 

As teacher salaries already represent a significant share of recurrent educa-
tion budgets in most countries, requests for further investment in the edu-
cation workforce must be convincing. Despite education’s significant positive 
impact on development, ministers of finance and development partners will 
compare competing investments and will recognize that any investment in 
the workforce will be for the long term. A thorough cost-benefit analysis of 
any workforce reform is required for policymakers to change the status quo. 
This should be informed by social dialogue with the workforce and their rep-
resentative organizations. 

To aid this, this chapter discusses:
1. Existing planning and costing models of the workforce across a 

range of low- and lower-middle-income countries by assessing 
how the education workforce is modeled now; identifying where 
improvements can be made; and highlighting lessons from other 
sectors.

2. Improving workforce investments taking into account economy, 
efficiency, cost-effectiveness, and equity.

3. Financing education workforce reforms, including the role of 
national governments374 and the international community.

4. An illustrative example of modeling workforce reform. 

1. Education planning and costing models 

Current education planning and costing models 
While planning and costing of the workforce requires continuous discussion, 
it comes to the fore during various planning processes: when sector plans are 
formulated; when budgets are allocated to different parts of the education 
system (basic, higher education, etc.); and when activities are planned. Ideally, 
these are interlinked, and systems plan activities that are clearly prioritized 
within a budget based on their comparative benefits. In practice, these pro-
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cesses are often largely independent, with countries developing system-level 
costing models within sector planning documents that are misaligned with 
annual budgeting discussions. 

To inform this report, approximately 10 education sector costing models from 
low- and lower-middle-income countries and international organizations375 
were reviewed, along with the nascent literature on sector planning and cost 
guidance for projects. While there have been substantial improvements, many 
education sector plans still lack a robust costing and financing plan, and the 
majority of projects and activities undertaken lack accurate cost data. GPE 
has made strides in improving the quality of education sector plans, but cost 
planning is still one of the main weaknesses. A recent evaluation of education 
sector plans finds that only 68 percent of plans from 2016-2018 are consid-
ered “achievable” – although this is up from 25 percent in 2014-2015. Seven 
out of nine plans considered not “achievable” had funding gap estimates 
based on unrealistic assumptions or the lack of a sound financial framework. 
Discrepancies between the action plans and financial framework were con-
sidered a major issue overall.376 

Existing costing models have multiple challenges:
• Planning models focus on student flows, while workforce projection models 

are rare and workforce allocation processes not codified or transparent. 
• Costing the education workforce is overly simplified, usually involving mul-

tiplying the number of teachers by the average teacher salary. The number 
of teachers needed is often calculated by just dividing the number of chil-
dren enrolled by a desired pupil-teacher ratio. Basic data is generally weak, 
inconsistent, and difficult to disaggregate. Most models do not distinguish 
between different salary scales for teachers and do not include data on 
other school staff, including existing roles such as head teachers. Accurate 
modeling is impossible with this level of disaggregation. 

• Workforce compensation structures are incomplete. Less than half the 
models reviewed included costs for workforce incentives. Teacher training 
costs are just given as totals, with no details on reach. Less than one-quar-
ter of models included disaggregation based on different roles of teaching 
staff; geographical allocations; and considerations of marginalization such 
as gender and disability. The likely result is a dramatic underestimate of 
the true costs of the workforce and incomplete information on the support 
planned for them. 

• Data on costs and effectiveness of specific interventions is rarely consid-
ered in models and was not included in any of the 10 models reviewed. This 
means that prioritization against objectives and learning outcomes is very 
difficult. Despite growing literature around effectiveness, data on the costs 
of specific interventions is often unavailable. 

• Costing models are often wish lists, both in terms of activities and the 
projections around resources. In addition to the statistical challenges, one 
major shortcoming of these models is they are not updated in tandem with 
budgeting exercises, meaning that discussions around the de facto priori-
tization of resources to activities are often missing from conversations at 
joint-sector reviews.
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Improvement is complicated by capacity issues, meaning that models face 
a tradeoff between sophistication and tractability. However, without improve-
ments, they are likely to remain one-off box-ticking exercises, wasting their 
potential use as ongoing tools to improve systemic planning and learning. 

Improving planning and costing models for education workforce reform
To inform improvements to costing models, it is helpful to draw on lessons 
from the health sector given its much greater progress in costing and data 
for planning. The education sector has a history of costing analysis and dis-
cussions,377 but it is far behind the health sector in a number of areas: 1) the 
use of cost-effectiveness for cost modeling; 2) agreement of standardized 
effectiveness metrics (though progress is being made in education378); 3) 
development of costing analysis methodologies specifically for low-income 
countries,379 and 4) the use of matching algorithms for complex workforce 
allocations. 

Sector cost modeling in health builds on cost-effectiveness analysis, and sepa-
rates out the main costs into three strands: 1) the cost of intervention services 
(costed at the delivery level); 2) the cost of system inputs, such as human 
resources, infrastructure, and information systems; and 3) program support 
activities, such as training and community support, which are matched to the 
interventions and system inputs. 

An important characteristic of cost modeling in health is that the programs 
are delineated – for example, costs for tuberculosis, malaria, and reproductive 
and newborn health are all calculated separately. Shared system inputs are 
then added, alongside the support services needed. 

Some cost-effectiveness approaches used in health could be potentially use-
ful in education, such as:
• Bottleneck analysis – This approach identifies major issues or “bottlenecks” 

hampering the delivery of health services and uses cost-effectiveness infor-
mation to identify appropriate interventions for investments. By focusing on 
specifics, precise cost estimations can be compiled and then clearly com-
municated to raise funding. For example, if literacy is a bottleneck impacting 
learning outcomes, then hiring literacy assistants can be costed and directly 
related to solving the problem as shown in Box 19, clearly justifying the 
investment.

• Intervention-led approach – This approach identifies a wider set of reforms 
by selecting packages of cost-effective interventions, e.g. a learning team 
made up of several different interventions or approaches. By combining 
several interventions, each with its own evidence of cost-effectiveness, 
a stronger case can be made to increase funding. This requires robust 
cost-effectiveness data.

• Algorithms to improve matching of workforce preferences – This approach 
in health is well documented and could offer opportunities for education 
systems to more accurately match the workforce’s preferences to school 
allocation. Systems such as the National Residency Matching Program in 
the United States could be adapted to suit the needs of the education work-
force, improving the efficiency of deployment and avoiding additional incen-
tive payments. 
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Box 19: Highly effective interventions to solve bottlenecks in the 
education workforce

The Teacher Community Assistant Initiative (TCAI) in Ghana and Balsakhi 
Program in India were both cost-effective interventions that used learning 
assistants to improve foundational learning. Both helped solve this key 
bottleneck and improved student outcomes. 

TCAI focused on the provision of remedial education by pedagogical 
assistants recruited from nearby communities. It helped increase learn-
ing outcomes for class sessions by 0.142 standard deviations and 0.133 
standard deviations for sessions outside school hours. The cost per child 
per year was USD $20.24 (including TCAI salaries for both during and out-
side school hours) and the cost-effectiveness ratio was USD $142.56 per 
standard deviation of learning or 0.70 standard deviations per USD $100 
spent, equivalent to 0.62 year of schooling.

The Balsakhi Program included tutors, usually young women recruited 
from the local community, working with children in grades two, three, and 
four who were identified as falling behind their peers. This program saw an 
increase in learning of 0.14 standard deviations in the first year and 0.28 
standard deviations in the second year, with the largest gains in math. Pro-
gram cost per child was USD $5.71 and the cost-effectiveness ratio was 
USD $41.40 per standard deviation of learning or 3.07 standard deviations 
per USD $100 spent.

Reference: Atherton, Paul, Alasdair Mackintosh, and Alfonso Accinelli with Caine 
Rolleston. 2019. “Planning, Costing, and Financing the Education Workforce.” Forthcom-
ing Background Paper for Transforming the Education Workforce: Learning Teams for a 
Learning Generation. New York: Education Commission.

Some key principles can improve the reliability of costing and planning models 
for future education workforce reforms. The most critical are discussed below. 

Disaggregation of functions and roles 
Effective costing of education workforce reforms must start with a detailed 
understanding of the current workforce380 – disaggregating by roles, func-
tions, and levels. Full remuneration packages, not just salaries, should be 
included to account for pay scales and the range of incentives offered within 
any given role. Models must move away from having just “teachers” to a more 
accurate representation of the different levels or types of teachers before con-
sidering a range of school roles. This also applies to district and centralized 
government roles, which are seldom costed realistically. 

To obtain equitable distribution, workforce data should be compiled from the 
school up, disaggregated for equity and inclusion characteristics (such gen-
der and disability), and account for differences by districts and geography 
such as urban/rural. Staff deployment must be matched with the demography 
and student flow data by districts and/or rural-urban sectors. This is critical to 
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examine pupil-workforce ratios for each area. This data should be combined 
with population growth rates381 to more accurately map future needs, and with 
teacher preferences to improve the quality of the matching of the workforce 
to schools.

Data system needs
Governments must ensure that their data systems are capable of facilitating 
these improvements. This requires cross-government approaches to ensure 
that the data is captured regularly. Technology can significantly improve data 
gathering and processing efforts. For example, in Sierra Leone the 2018 
Annual School Census was digitized and conducted in 10 weeks (compared 
to six to 12 months), including a new teacher database enabling information 
to be used before it is deemed out-of-date.382

The greatest revolution will be incorporating learning outcomes data (and 
the implications of this) throughout wider education system planning. Invest-
ment in systems and project management tools to capture and analyze costs 
and learning outcomes data, and the inclusion of this data in costing models, 
will allow policymakers modeling different policy options to move beyond just 
considering the inputs to also estimating potential impacts on learning out-
comes far more confidently.

2. Improving workforce investments

To improve workforce investments, ensuring value for money and equitable 
distribution is crucial for investments in workforce reforms. Four elements 
typically frame discussions around value for money. The “Four E’s” are econ-
omy (how much do/should we pay the workforce?), efficiency (what are the 
outputs from this workforce?), effectiveness (how does the workforce enable 
learning outcomes?), and equity (how do we ensure the benefits are achieved 
for all?).383 However, value for money should not be at the expense of providing 
education as a human right.

Improving economy of workforce spend
Salaries and compensation schemes for the workforce. As the bulk of edu-
cation costs are workforce salaries, governments should carefully consider 
their compensation schemes to maximize investment impact. Remuneration 
policies, alongside other benefits and work conditions, are key levers to attract 
and retain high-quality professionals. A wide range of teacher compensation 
schemes are operational throughout low- and lower-middle-income countries. 
A few principles stand out:
• To be financially attractive, the workforce should get comparable or 

higher salaries than equivalent professions.384 Given the subsistence 
wages in informal settings, policymakers need to qualify a market wage 
with an understanding of an acceptable minimum wage, which will both 
enable retention and ensure teachers are not in poverty and seeking sec-
ondary work.

• To retain teachers, increases in salaries should be steeper and linked to 
professional experience, skills, and competencies.385 Salary profiles are 
currently too flat. An average Sub-Saharan African teacher’s salary after 15 
years of service is only between 11 and 36 percent higher than when they 
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started.386 Moreover, the most common way of organizing teacher careers 
across the world is through a “single schedule salary structure,”387 which 
means increases are automatic periodic steps until the top.388 The lack of 
salary progression makes the profession less attractive and is a driver of 
high attrition rates.389 

• Systems need to account for the full range of financial incentives for 
teaching – including specific incentives for hard-to-reach schools, short-
age subjects, and pensions. Many incentive structures are in place around 
the world, and governments should seek the right mix of financial and non-fi-
nancial incentives for the workforce. 

• Financial rewards, while the most significant education workforce costs, 
are by no means the only rewards for teachers and other education per-
sonnel. To motivate staff and ensure continued professionalism of the edu-
cation workforce, the system should include recognition, responsibility, and 
growth opportunities390 that are both pecuniary and non-pecuniary. 

Wider costs of the workforce
While they dominate discussions, salaries and incentives are not the only 
costs of the workforce – reform processes also have costs. Planning dis-
cussions and models often overlook this and fail to present the full range of 
costs, focusing just on personnel remuneration. Reform efforts and the need 
for different training routes for new roles will require changes to the number, 
content, duration, and costs of training. These additional reform costs can 
include: consultations on and design of reforms; costs of new recruitment 
approaches; increased requirements for initial teacher training; professional 
development to upgrade skills of current staff or for new roles; cost of tech-
nology to support reforms; staff attrition or early retirement; and costs of eval-
uations and updating data systems. 

Improving efficiency of workforce spend
Increasing the efficiency of education workforce spend is crucial to persuad-
ing ministries of finance (and other potential funding sources) to increase 
education budgets.391 There is currently a weak link between funding, account-
ability, and school performance.392 As salaries represent the largest share of 
the education budget, policies to improve the efficiency of the education work-
force will arguably have the greatest impact. 

Existing systems often have opportunities to increase their efficiency, including:
• More equitable distribution of the current workforce (even with relocation 

incentives) can be more efficient than hiring new staff in the most margin-
alized areas. Improving matching of the workforce to schools can boost 
workforce effort and outcomes. 

• Improving management and accountability systems can reduce absentee-
ism and “ghost teachers.” Sierra Leone implemented a biometric teacher 
registration system that eliminated ghost teachers.393

• Task shifting, notably of administrative and/or routine tasks, can improve 
efficiency. Many teachers spend time performing administrative tasks 
rather than teaching.394 These tasks can be done by differently qualified staff 
and/or technology at a lower cost. School leaders and district staff often 
focus on compliance rather than formative assessment and instructional 
guidance. Shifting their focus to instructional leadership enabled by shared 
administration roles or technology could help free up their time. Using a 
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mix of roles and learning configurations, the African School for Excellence 
model (see Chapter 6) costs just 60 percent of what traditional government 
secondary schools spend.395 

Improving cost effectiveness of workforce spend
Some highly effective reforms included in the three visions show that edu-
cation workforce reforms do not always need to be expensive.

Value-for-money research is increasingly shifting away from focusing nar-
rowly on what teachers are paid to include how they are paid and what they 
do. The Education Commission conducted a rigorous analysis of available 
research on specific practices to improve access and learning around the 
world. Figure 13 highlights some of the strongest available evidence of cost-ef-
fective practices related to teachers and teaching. They include increasing 
learning time,396 teaching in the student’s mother tongue,397 and targeting 
instruction to the correct level.398 All show high potential for improving learn-
ing at relatively low cost. Impact and cost-effectiveness will in practice vary 
according to the context and manner of implementation.

Additional percent of children learning

Mother-tongue/Bilingual instruction

Better teaching methods

Remedial education for those behind

Cut waste - double learning time

Computer assisted learning and materials

$

$ $ $

$ $

$

$ $ $

$

$

$ $

$ $

$

Group by ability

Provide info to teachers on student progress

Providing instructional materials

Teacher performance incentives

Train school management

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Figure 13 - Highly effective practices to increase access and learning outcomes

 $  interventions cost 0-3% of standard costs
 $ $ interventions cost 4-9% of standard costs
 $ $ $  interventions cost 10% or more of standard costs

 Access effects
 Learning effects

Source: Education Commission analysis, 2016399

Note: The access and learning effects are based on a baseline of 50 percent (of enrollment, completion, or reaching learning 
targets) and measured as percentage points gained. The costs of these interventions are estimated relative to average 
baseline standard costs of what is being spent on education today – using average class size, materials, support, and 
salaries. The chart shows only interventions related to teachers and other members of the workforce.
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Improving cost-effectiveness data to evaluate workforce reforms
While cost-effectiveness analysis is in its infancy in education, recent 
advances have been made in developing the comparable measures of 
outcomes that are required. These include Equivalent Years of Schooling 
(EYOS), which uses impact evaluation evidence relative to a control group 
to estimate the impact in terms of the equivalent school year in the local 
context. Ideally, over time this can be applied to evidence on workforce 
reforms to help policymakers prioritize within a range of interventions. As it 
stands, there is currently not enough information to use this methodology 
to generalize between workforce interventions.400 However, there are 
pockets of evidence that look at different outcomes and can form the 
beginning of a cost-effectiveness database that can inform decision-
making as it develops. 

Evidence from Tusome in Kenya shows how different packages of profes-
sional development interventions produced different learning outcomes, 
scaled to the same USD $100 cost. This enables assessment of the most 
cost-effective approach: the package of coaching, textbooks, and teacher 
guides had the biggest impact on learning – 19.7 additional learners met 
the benchmark per USD $100. The Teacher Community Assistant Initiative in 
Ghana shows that Remedial Community Assistants had the biggest impact 
on learning, generating 0.62 equivalent years of schooling; Normal Curriculum 
Community Assistants and teacher training generated fewer equivalent years 
of schooling (see Figure 14).
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Improving equity of workforce investments
Governments can also use their financing more equitably and alleviate the cost 
burden from poorer households, which currently have to pay more as a share 
of their household income than richer households. Research by Cambridge 
University’s REAL Centre shows that the ratio of public education spending 
on the richest versus the poorest gets larger as the level of education gets 
higher. Primary education spending is skewed to the rich in about two-thirds 
of countries, but secondary and higher education spending is skewed to the 
rich in all countries.401 On average, in low-income countries, 46 percent of pub-
lic education resources are allocated to educate the 10 percent of students 
who are most educated.402 There is great variation in the extent of inequity. 
In Ethiopia, for instance, the richest households receive 72 times more than 
the poorest households in government spending on secondary education. 
Other countries such as Namibia and Ghana have spending that is much less 
regressive; the richest households receive 1.7 times more than the poorest 
households in Namibia and 4.9 times more in Ghana.403 

Despite this discrepancy, spending that is focused on the poor and margin-
alized delivers the greatest economic and social returns.404 The Education 
Commission advocates “progressive universalism” where investments in 
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Figure 14 - Cost-effectiveness evidence from a professional development program  
and a community assistant program

Source: Atherton, Paul, Alasdair Mackintosh, and Alfonso Accinelli with Caine Rolleston. 2019. “Planning, Costing, and Financing the Education 
Workforce.” Forthcoming Background Paper for Transforming the Education Workforce: Learning Teams for a Learning Generation. New York:  
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education and the education workforce are prioritized towards lower levels 
of education and to those left behind instead of prioritizing funding based on 
political pressures and inertia. Because salaries are the largest component of 
expenditure, ensuring progressive allocations of resources across the educa-
tion system will be highly correlated to a progressive distribution of the work-
force. The application of progressive universalism and its implications for 
equitable finance and workforce allocations is an area where more research 
is needed.

3.  Financing workforce reforms

As recurrent salaries are a large share of workforce costs, long-term domestic 
financing is key to financing education workforce reform. At the same time, 
education systems in developing countries tend to rely on international aid 
and household expenditure in addition to domestic revenues. This section 
discusses the implications of this for workforce reform and identifies possible 
pathways for funding reforms. 

The role of national governments
Domestic allocations to education have been increasing in low-income coun-
tries since the mid-1990s, supporting a rapid expansion of education and the 
teacher workforce.405 Since 2000, public spending on education has grown, 
driven primarily by robust GDP growth and growth in taxes and total expen-
ditures rather than by greater prioritization of education. Total education 
expenditures have grown by just under 6 percent per year, which is below the 
estimated spending needed to achieve SDG 4. 406

In many countries domestic financing of education is not sufficient to cover 
teacher salaries, which are the largest share of government expenditure on 
education. In one-third of low- and middle-income countries with sufficient 
data, teacher salary costs across primary and secondary schools exceed the 
amount of government spending on education at all levels. In about half of 
countries, the amount spent on salaries is over 75 percent of the total amount 
of government spending for the education sector (see Figure 15). Many of 
the countries where salaries exceed the amount of government spending are 
low-income, Sub-Saharan African countries as well as conflict-affected states 
that strongly depend on overseas development aid (ODA) to finance recurrent 
education system costs.407 
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In one-third of low- 
and middle-income 
countries with 
sufficient data, teacher 
salary costs across 
primary and secondary 
schools exceed the 
amount of government 
spending on education 
at all levels
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The Education Commission’s Learning Generation report recommended a 
number of strategies to increase domestic spending on education. Coun-
tries need to leverage the dividend from growth by increasing spending on 
education through reallocating spending, raising revenues, or both. Specific 
recommendations to support increased financing for education include: gen-
eral tax reform; earmarking taxes for education; tackling illicit financial flows; 
reforming fossil fuel subsidy regimes; investing natural resource revenues; 
performance budgeting; and fiscal decentralization (see Table 2).408 
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Figure 15 - Teacher salaries as a percentage of total government expenditure on education

Source: Education Commission analysis, 2019

Below 50%

Teacher salaries (primary and secondary levels) as a proportion 
of total government spending on education

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0
Between  

50% and 75%
Between  

50% and 100%
More than 100%

Number of countries by teacher salary costs as  
a percent of government expenditure on education

16

37

24
32

Table 2: How can governments increase domestic financing for their education workforce?

Increase total  
government budget 
through economic growth

Increase the  
tax share

Negotiate for a larger  
share of the budget  
for education

Fund deficits by issuing 
bonds or seeking  
long-term loans

Improve allocative 
efficiency  
of the budget

Policies that boost the 
economy can increase 
the potential tax base as 
well as increase demand 
for education from 
households

Expansion of the tax  
base, improved 
compliance,  
and earmarked taxes  
for education

Make the investment case 
to the ministry of finance, 
e.g. repayment through 
increased future taxation

Use of supplementary IDA 
loans to pay for targeted 
interventions can pay for 
themselves by increased 
future tax collections

Mechanisms such as 
medium-term budgeting; 
performance budgeting; 
fiscal decentralization;  
and hypothecation
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Some countries have successfully increased domestic education financing 
for workforce reforms. In Mozambique, funding to education increased from 
4.3 percent of GDP in 2006 to 6.5 percent in 2013, which allowed for almost 
10,000 teachers to be trained and hired annually from 2008 to 2010, an annual 
increase of over 10 percent.409 These teachers were posted in areas with over-
crowded classrooms to try and increase more effective teaching and learning. 

Adding new roles to the workforce creates recurring liabilities (for decades 
with pensions). The preference for permanent contracts to retain workers 
in the profession means sustained long-term funding is required. Domestic 
financing is the clearest pathway, but is inherently limited by governments’ 
ability to raise revenues and the political will to allocate these funds to educa-
tion.410 To generate political will, ministries of education must work alongside 
ministries of finance to make a powerful case for more funding, based not 
only around education as a human right, but also by articulating clear path-
ways to impacts and benefits. Figure 16 provides an example where com-
munity assistants are clearly justified through their impact on learning and 
subsequent impact on tax revenues, which demonstrates that the intervention 
pays for itself in the long-term.

Figure 16 - Teacher Community Assistant Initiative:  
Converting learning outcomes data into an investment case

Source: Atherton, Paul, Alasdair Mackintosh, and Alfonso Accinelli with Caine Rolleston. 2019. “Planning, Costing, and Financing the Education Workforce.” 
Forthcoming Background Paper for Transforming the Education Workforce: Learning Teams for a Learning Generation. New York: Education Commission.

Impacts are frequently reported in terms 
of increases in standard deviations (SD) of 
test scores - by itself these are of very little 
interest to policymakers.

The quantity and quality of research into 
improving learning outcomes continues to 
increase -- but dissemination of the results is 
often not easily accessible. To be more useful to policymakers, convert 

results into Equivalent Years of Schooling 
(EYOS) and the Net Present Value (NPV) of 
increased lifetime earnings

The Teacher Community Assistant Initiative 
(TCAI) in Ghana increased learning 
outcomes by 0.14 SD. This is equal to 
an increase of 0.62 EYOS, meaning this 
initiative delivers the equivalent of an 
additional five and a half months of 
schooling!

Assuming increased earnings of 9 percent 
per year of schooling, average earnings of 
approximately 0.9 x GDPpc (USD $1,496) and 
tax recovered (using Ghanaian tax brackets) 
means this initiative would generate an 
Internal Rate of Return (IRR) of 12 percent 
and pay for itself within 23 years!
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Support from the international community
In the poorest countries, international donors should still play a key role in 
education funding – but current trends are disappointing. Despite large and 
growing financing needs, education’s share in overall assistance, including 
from multilateral development banks (MDBs), dwindled from 13 percent to 
10 percent between 2002 and 2016.411 Total ODA stands at USD $12 billion, 
including concessional financing from MDBs. This is far below the estimated 
financing gap for 2020 of close to USD $40 billion.412

But even if all donor countries raise their aid budgets to the target of 0.7 per-
cent of gross national income and channel more to education, a large financ-
ing gap will still remain. Donor funds play a substantial role in supporting the 
workforce, though aid to teacher training is in decline.413 It is well documented 
that an increase in ODA will be required to achieve the SDGs,414 complement-
ing an increase in domestic resources. 

Three major challenges in international aid architecture exist: too little grant 
and concessional financing for low-income countries; the unmet financial 
needs for education in emergencies (not within the scope of this report); and 
inadequate external finance for education in lower-middle-income countries 
where tax revenue is not able to keep pace with declines in aid. 
• For low-income countries, there must be a greater prioritization of ODA as 

many funds are not reaching the poorest countries. For example, the 10 
countries with two-thirds of the world’s out-of-school children received just 
a quarter of the aid. Additional and more efficiently targeted aid allocations 
are needed to provide the skilled workforce required for these children to 
access education and learn. There is a downward trend in aid to Sub-Saha-
ran Africa. In addition, the poorer the country, the more likely it is that aid 
flows outside the government budget. This makes it difficult to build educa-
tion systems, of which the education workforce is a vital part. 

• Even with higher levels of domestic investment, lower-middle-income 
countries face a “missing middle” financing gap as they are less eligible 
for ODA but still lack sufficient external financing for education with their 
tax revenue. New instruments such as the International Finance Facility for 
Education that boosts MDB financing can offer a solution here.415 

In contrast to health, education has received limited support from private phil-
anthropic foundations. Foundations based in the United States decreased 
their share of funding for education from 7 percent in 2005 to 4 percent in 
2015, but at the same time increased financing for health from 39 to 44 per-
cent.416 Individual giving directly to providers (such as Save the Children) also 
plays a role in supporting the education workforce in low-income settings. 
Given the nature of these funding sources, they are more suitable for fund-
ing non-recurrent expenditures and public goods, and have traditionally sup-
ported project-based training activities. These activities play an important role 
in workforce reforms and should be integrated into wider system needs and 
aligned to sector planning and costing processes to ensure coherence. 

Given the recurrent and long-term nature of workforce costs, international 
donors are often reluctant to support workforce spending. However, interna-
tional donors could make an important difference in diagnosing needs, sup-
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porting the will to reform, planning reform, supporting reform, and helping 
government to more effectively mobilize and allocate resources (see Table 3). 

4.  Modeling workforce reform costs 

As mentioned in the introduction, modeling the costs and benefits of work-
force reforms in this report is challenging given the different parameters of 
each country, the multitude of assumptions that must be made, and the fact 
that the EWI country work is still in progress so the cost modeling has yet to 
be undertaken. However, the principles discussed above are put into practice 
in a prototype country workforce costing model, developed by EWI as a public 
good, and a low-income country case study. 

A prototype workforce costing model
The EWI research team has developed a prototype of an improved coun-
try-level education sector workforce costing model. The “Prototype Workforce 
Costing Model” is based on disaggregating existing models and introducing 
new roles to allow for a more nuanced cost modeling of the workforce. This 
can be localized using country-specific planning data, which will generate a 
more nuanced workforce cost estimate for that country.
 
While the model needs further refinement, it is useful to illustrate how model-
ing sector costs can help support workforce design and investment decisions 
for a specific country. For example, the prototype model can be used to assess 
the implications of introducing learning assistants for the lowest-performing 
10 percent of schools to provide a boost to foundational learning. If learning 
assistants receive half the wage of entry-level teachers, this would increase 
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Diagnosing the needs Supporting the will to 
reform

Planning reform Supporting reform Mobilizing resources

• Improving data on the 
current workforce, 
e.g. improving teacher 
management systems in 
Malawi and the capacity 
to use it for diagnosis 
and decision-making

• Improving sophistication 
of costing and financing 
models

• Improving alignment 
between supply and 
demand and allocation 
and deployment of 
teachers

• Ensuring regular sector 
analysis and planning 
discussions through 
local education groups

• Ensuring realistic 
workforce planning in 
MTEF processes 

• Showcasing benefits 
of workforce reform 
through evidence 
from other countries, 
e.g. GPE’s Knowledge 
Innovation Exchange

• Funding costs of 
planning reforms, 
including support 
workshops for 
ensuring inclusivity and 
evaluation plans, e.g. 
mirroring GPE sector 
planning grants 

• Supporting comparable 
effectiveness metrics 
(LAYS) to evaluate 
reforms

• Long-term concessional 
loans with special 
consideration for 
salaries for workforce 
reforms  

• On-budget multiyear 
support to cover specific 
fiscal deficits  

• Direct technical 
assistance and funding 
to “capital” expenditures 
– e.g. training, materials, 
teacher colleges

• Helping ministries 
develop investment 
cases for reforms 

• Support to explore 
ways of unlocking more 
financing, e.g. innovative 
financing mechanisms, 
such as the International 
Financing Facility for 
Education, which can 
help unlock additional 
funding and enhance 
World Bank and regional 
development banks’ 
financing for education 
in lower-middle-income 
countries

Table 3: Illustrative areas where the international community can support  
the costing and financing of workforce reform
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costs by approximately 0.68 percent per year. This can be compared to another 
option. For example, introducing pedagogical coaches to improve teaching 
practice would command a higher wage but the roles would be shared across 
schools. This would increase costs by approximately 0.57 percent per year, 
making them slightly less expensive.
 
These costs can then be considered together with any evidence on such 
roles and their impact on learning outcomes (as highlighted in Table 2) and 
other political and contextual factors to develop a more nuanced discussion 
of which education workforce reform should be undertaken. The model can 
also show clearly how policy decisions (such as how many schools share a 
pedagogical coach) can make a policy more or less affordable, or how these 
policy choices may be constrained by budget allocations.
 
An illustrative example of a full workforce reform is not presented here as 
the costs are so dependent on the existing situation in any given country – 
particularly salary scales and existing capacity. A link to the prototype model 
however will be provided on the Education Commission website together with 
the background paper. This model can be adapted for any country.

Illustrative examples of costing workforce interventions 
for a specific country
This section illustrates how two different workforce interventions included 
in this report have been costed for a particular country. Interventions can be 
costed in varying levels of detail, but typically follow the same steps. The first 
step is to ascertain the key actions that are required within the reform, and 
within these which ingredients are required – these can be human inputs, facil-
ities, equipment, materials, or other resources. The greater the level of detail, 
the higher the accuracy of the overall budget. Unit costs are then sourced for 
each input,417 which can be obtained from actual expenditure418 within sys-
tems or by estimation.

The first intervention is modeling teacher reallocation costs and evaluates the 
relative cost-efficiency of two different workforce allocations (within school 
and within chiefdoms) based on data from an illustrative Sub-Saharan Afri-
can country. First, all the steps necessary to undertake the intervention were 
identified (for example, developing allocation guidelines, consulting with key 
stakeholders, providing incentives for relocation), then costs applied based 
on previous exercises and plans to understand the total cost of the reform. 
This was then combined with the personnel costs of teachers to assess the 
cost-efficiency of the two scenarios (one optimistic and one conservative). 
Over a period of five years, reallocating teachers using these two allocation 
approaches would increase the cost-efficiency of the system even after 
accounting for the reform effort itself – the cost per child per year would fall 
from USD $150 to USD $44 using the conservative estimate.

Chapter 7 
How to make education 
workforce reform happen 



135

Box 20: Modeling teacher reallocation costs

Number of 
teachers

PTR Number of 
students

Cost of teachers Cost of reallocating Cost per child  
over 5 years

Current situation 1,905 20 38,100 USD $5.7m USD $150

Option 1a - 
Optimistic

1,905 40 76,200 USD $5.7m USD $7m USD $33

Option 1a - 
Conservative

1,905 30 57,150 USD $5.7m USD $7m USD $44

Key activities / Cost 
description

Unit cost 
(USD)

Number of 
units

Frequency per 
year

Year 1 Years 2-5

Legislation in place allows 
head teachers to allocate 
teachers across grades

Fixed 1,000 1 1 1 ...

Within-school 
redistribution

Develop recommendations/
guidelines for effective 
teacher allocation per grade

Fixed 2,000 1 1 1 ...

Distribute guidelines to 
schools

Per school 30 7,002 1 1 ...

Support visits to schools Per school 60 175 1 1 ...

Within-chiefdom 
transfers

Develop strategy for 
transferring teachers within 
chiefdoms

Fixed 2,000 1 1 1 ...

Consultation with 
stakeholders

Fixed 2,000 1 1 ...

Communication of strategy Fixed, to all 
schools

30 7,002 1 1 ...

Recruitment of teachers 
willing to be transferred

Per teacher 30 7,002 1 0 ...

Incentives for 
relocation 
(pilot districts)

Deployment/relocation to 
other schools

Per teacher 600 252 1 1 ...

Incentive for relocation 
(augments progressively)

Per teacher 1000 252 1 0.4 ...

Accommodation for teachers 
in hard-to-staff areas

Per teacher, 
per hard-to-
staff school

400 749 1 0.38 ...

Incentives for 
relocation (non-
pilot districts)

Deployment/relocation to 
other schools in  capital area

Per teacher 600 749 1 0 ...

Deployment/relocation to 
other schools

Per teacher 600 904 1 0 ...

Incentive for relocation in 
capital area

Per teacher 200 749 1 0 ...

Incentive for relocation 
(augments progressively)

Per teacher 1,000 904 1 0 ...

Transport for teachers in 
hard-to-staff areas in capital

Per teacher, 
per hard-to-
staff school

120 749 1 0 ...

Accommodation for teachers 
in hard-to-staff areas

Per teacher, 
per hard-to-
staff school

400 904 1 0 ...

Example 1: Modeling teacher reallocation costs 
An analysis of class- and school-level pupil-teacher ratios (PTRs) finds significant variation, and a policy decision is made to redistribute 
teachers to improve equity, from those schools where the PTR is below 20 to those where it is above 40. The costs for this are illustrated 
below, for a pilot and then scale-up, evaluated for an annual budget: 
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The second intervention modeled is a route to qualification for unqualified 
teachers. The route to qualification was designed around subsidizing a dis-
tance-learning course run by existing teacher training colleges, with staged 
enrollment and communication costs covered. The costs are split into the 
steps needed, and could be easily varied, e.g. the government could subsidize 
more or less of the tuition costs or provide incentives. The costs can also be 
expanded to include the increase in recurrent costs, as qualified teachers are 
entitled to a higher wage. Ideally these costs can then be combined with avail-
able localized estimates of the impact of this kind of route to qualification on 
learning outcomes to develop an indicative estimate of the cost-effectiveness 
of the intervention.
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Box 21: Modeling costs for a route to teacher qualification

Example 2: Modeling costs for a route to teacher qualification 

Key activities / Cost 
description

Unit 
cost 
(USD)

Units Freq.  
per 
year

Quantity Cost 
2019
(USD 
$’000)

Cost 
2020
(USD 
$’000)

...
2019 2020 2021 2022

Selection 
of teachers

Select unqualified teachers 
to gain a qualification

Fixed 1,500 1 1 1 1 0 0 1.5 1.5 ...

Recruitment process - 
teachers are assessed 
against current teacher 
ability

Per 
trainee 
teacher

0 7941 1 0.6 0.4 0 0 – – ...

Communication of results Fixed 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 – – ...

Enrol 
teachers

Payment of stipend to trainee 
teacher to enrol in distance- 
learning qualification

Per 
trainee 
teacher

50 1 1 0.5 0 0 0 235 162 ...

Payment of distance-learning 
fee subsidies (1-year 
program) - cohort 2020

Per 
trainee 
teacher

200 164 1 0.5 0.5 0 0 16 – ...

Payment of distance-learning 
fee subsidies (2-year 
program) - cohort 2020

Per 
trainee 
teacher

200 1,307 1 0.5 0.5 0.5 0 131 131 ...

Payment of distance-learning 
fee subsidies (3-year 
program) - cohort 2020

Per 
trainee 
teacher

200 3,235 1 0.5 0.5 0.5 0 323.5 323.5 ...

Payment of distance-learning 
fee subsidies (3-year 
program) - cohort 2021

Per 
trainee 
teacher

200 3,235 1 0 0.5 0.5 0.5 2 – ...

Training of 
coaches

Development of coaching 
program

Fixed 2,000 1 1 1 0 0 0 2 – ...

Materials for coaching Per coach 1 1,172 1 417 543 388 161 489 636 ...

Training of coaches (5 days 
per coach)

Training 
per coach

30 1 1 417 543 388 161 12.5 16 ...

Ongoing 
coaching

Coaching visits to current 
teachers

Per visit 20 20 12 182 155 0 0 874 744 ...

Coaching visits of teachers 
and monitoring of trainee 
teachers

Per visit 20 20 12 235 388 388 161 1,128 1,862 ...

Payment of phone credit for 
teachers

Per 
trainee 
teacher, 
per month

25 1 12 6485 9639 7777 3235 1,946 2,892 ...

Payment of phone credit for 
district coach

Per coach 50 1 12 14 14 14 14 8 8 ...

District coach salary Per 
coach, per 
year

2,250 1 1 14 14 14 14 31.5 31.5 ...

Total Cost USD $20m Per 
teacher

USD 
$2,532
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This report outlines three interacting visions for the education workforce 
to improve access, learning, equity, and inclusion in a changing world: 1) 
strengthening the education workforce, 2) developing learning teams, and 
3) transforming education systems into learning systems. This final chapter 
considers the actions necessary to realize these visions. 

This report does not recommend a universal set of reforms; the design of 
reforms will depend on each system’s maturity, the rate of change possi-
ble, and the system’s current capacity at all levels. Reforms should take a 
long-term view, but stepping-stone solutions may be necessary where urgent 
action is needed. Potential tools to help policymakers think through education 
workforce reform are included in Annexes A, B, and C. More work is required to 
prototype and test elements of these visions to refine them for each country 
and learn what does and does not work in specific contexts. These results 
must be measured, evaluated, and shared within and between countries to 
build the evidence base and inform policy. 

In parallel with the development of this report, the Education Commission has 
been working with three countries to draw on some of this report’s evidence 
and new thinking to address their own education workforce challenges. Sierra 
Leone is considering how to improve workforce planning and management to 
enable more efficient allocation and deployment of teachers to better match 
supply and demand and close its teacher gap. Ghana is redesigning its edu-
cation workforce to better align with learning, inclusion, and more effective 
management. And Vietnam is prototyping a high-touch, high-tech learning 
approach with changed workforce roles to explore how it may lead to greater 
personalized learning and higher order outcomes in mathematics.  The Edu-
cation Commission calls on others to follow their lead – from those working 
on the front lines in schools to those operating at the global level on policy 
reform – to work together to test, analyze, scale, and promote changes that 
better support the education workforce and young people to learn and collab-
orate so they have the skills they need to succeed.

8.1 Call to action for policymakers and the education workforce

Policymakers and decision-makers must make strengthening their workforce 
a priority and consider how learning teams and learning systems can address 
their needs. They should work with teachers, other members of the work-
force, and their unions to:

1. Diagnose the current inefficiencies and weaknesses of their 
education workforce by generating and analyzing data on its 
composition, supply, demand, capacity, and effectiveness and 
how it aligns to the long-term country vision and education sector 
plan. Diagnosis should consider why existing policies and job 
descriptions, which may seem appropriate on paper, are not being 
implemented in reality. 

2. Experiment, research, and evaluate new approaches to see what 
works and at what cost, using more effective cost-modeling 
approaches.

3. Lead a coalition for change drawing on political economy analysis. 

The Education 
Commission calls on 
others to follow the 
lead of the three EWI 
countries and test, 
analyze, scale, and 
promote changes to 
reform the education 
workforce
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This report recommends action in five areas.

1. Strengthening the education workforce

• Professionalize teachers and other key workforce roles throughout the 
workforce life cycle – from recruitment to initial training to professional 
development and career progression. These policies must be coherent 
and support each other and align with other education policies, e.g. cur-
riculum policy.

• Workforce selection should use transparent and fair approaches that con-
sider required dispositions and competencies. Hiring directly from under-
served areas and, where necessary, providing alternative training routes that 
address local population needs should be considered.

• Invest in initial teacher training using evidence of what works and support 
teacher training institutions and their workforce to adapt and reform. This 
includes putting a stronger emphasis on addressing trainees’ foundational 
subject knowledge before building and applying greater subject and peda-
gogical knowledge; including more school-based practicum; and aligning 
teacher training to what is relevant for the curriculum and context. Training 
courses should be inclusive in terms of trainee accessibility, course con-
tent, and trainers. Structured induction programs should be introduced for 
teachers and other roles when starting new jobs, and mentoring encour-
aged during the initial years.

• Make professional development opportunities available to all teachers as 
well as other key roles. These should be practice-based cycles of quality 
improvement oriented towards teaching and learning. Evidence suggests 
professional development is most effective when it focuses on a specific 
subject, tailored to topics relevant to the local context, and provides sup-
porting materials, coaching, follow-up visits, and collaboration opportunities 
to complement training. Low-tech approaches can facilitate professional 
development when combined with face-to-face approaches. For teachers 
who lack core competencies, policymakers should consider a range of ped-
agogical support strategies – including structured pedagogy and frequent 
rounds of formative assessment – which should lead to greater autonomy 
as competencies develop. Career progression should be based on achieve-
ment of professional skills and competencies and result in salary increases.

• Address the root causes of workforce absenteeism, including timely, 
accessible, and competitive salaries at the level of similarly qualified pro-
fessionals, as well as improved accountability. Requests for teachers to 
undertake activities that impact scheduled instructional time should be min-
imized and fair accountability mechanisms established.

• Use robust data to better match supply and demand, taking workforce pref-
erences and equitable distribution of resources into account. Data should 
be used to target specialized support to schools, prioritizing the most mar-
ginalized.

2. Developing learning teams

• Establish and optimize the right mix of workforce skills and expertise and 
build learning teams, prototyping new approaches as necessary. Consider 
how existing roles can be repurposed to align with learning, equity, and 
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inclusion and how team composition can leverage the expertise of high-
er-performing teachers and those with specialist skills by combining them 
with less experienced teachers, trainees, and learning support staff. If not 
already part of the formal workforce, consider engaging support staff (sal-
aried or voluntary) to support the most marginalized learners in particular 
and to address student inclusion, well-being, and welfare. 

• Enable school leaders to focus on instructional leadership rather than 
administration by considering the potential of technology or support staff 
to take on more administrative functions; training school leaders to under-
take instructional leadership and providing necessary support tools; and 
strengthening the district to provide coaching and support for data-driven 
school improvement and specialist inclusion needs. 

• Create structures and practices to enable all roles to work in learning 
teams at every level in the system. These should be embedded in initial 
training and can include professional learning communities; peer collabo-
ration; training or qualifications for key roles beyond teachers; managerial 
and technical career paths; and team-based goals and incentives. Strong 
feedback loops should be established among school, district, and state to 
inform and drive strategic change.

3. Transforming education systems into learning systems

• Develop networks to enable schools and districts to exchange evidence 
and knowledge about effective instruction and management approaches. 
Policies should foster the conditions to allow schools to work as networks 
and roles such as system leaders to work across schools.

• Encourage a research and development culture throughout the workforce, 
with government support for evaluative research, data-based decision-mak-
ing, knowledge sharing, and scaling or targeting of effective innovations. 
This could include developing and testing alternative learning configura-
tions, including technology-assisted learning, to address individual learning 
needs and increase access to a wider variety of knowledge sources and 
ways of learning.

• Enable greater cross-sectoral collaboration with supportive policies, fund-
ing, and governance structures. These should welcome a wider range of 
professionals and community members into schools to support applied and 
real-world learning, bridge the gap between school and work, and enhance 
school resources. At district and state levels, closer coordination should be 
facilitated between health and social- service sectors to meet learner needs 
and address systemic barriers to learning. Collaboration should be fostered 
with technology providers to develop, test, and scale cost-effective technol-
ogy-based solutions.

4. Generating political engagement to support and sustain reform

• Analyze the political context to understand what is possible and identify 
windows of opportunity for major reform. It may not be possible to achieve 
the desired change through a single reform; sequencing, strategic bundling 
of initiatives, and gradual integration of reforms are options to consider. 

• Recognize the education workforce as change agents and engage them 
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in genuine dialogue to design, implement, and sustain education workforce 
reform. Engage other key stakeholders, including parents and guardians, civil 
society, and government bodies in other sectors to identify risks and oppor-
tunities and ensure joint ownership. Robust evidence, both international and 
local, should be used to build the case for reform and clarify options.

• Draw on change management best practices to make change happen. Key 
to implementation is ensuring ongoing communications with all stakehold-
ers and monitoring and evaluating implementation closely and adapting 
as necessary. Measures of success at all levels in the system need to be 
defined, measured, and analyzed.

• Embed reform goals within sector plans and through legislation to sustain 
reform. It is crucial to build the capacity of accountability structures and 
recognize reform leaders. 

5. Making the case for reforms through detailed, long-term financial plans 
that demonstrate benefits as well as costs

• Develop costing models that reflect a wider range of roles, levels, geogra-
phies, and composition of the workforce and the reform options under con-
sideration. Analyze cost-effectiveness of different options when possible.

• Make a clear investment case for change by demonstrating potential effi-
ciencies and justifying additional investment. Draw on cost-benefit evidence 
to demonstrate the learning gains workforce reform can achieve and the eco-
nomic growth and social returns that improved learning can generate.

• Develop a financing plan including all sources available; increasing domes-
tic spend on education to pay for recurrent education workforce costs, tar-
geting international aid to leverage government commitments to the poor-
est and the most effective reforms. Investments in the education workforce 
should be prioritized towards the poor and most marginalized, since they 
will deliver the greatest returns.

Mitigating risks

Given the challenge of workforce reform and the need to test learning team 
and learning system approaches further, this section highlights some risks 
that will need to mitigated.

• Recruitment of learning support staff without teaching qualifications may 
appear to be an attractive strategy for overcoming teacher shortages. 
While this report argues that such staff, with appropriate training and devel-
opment, could be valuable members of learning teams, they should not 
be used as replacements for qualified teachers where those are needed. 
Schools and systems that include community volunteers as part of their 
workforce should be aware of the child protection risks and put safeguard-
ing measures in place.

• Technology-assisted instruction can play a role in learning teams where 
the workforce is trained and equipped to use it, but it cannot be seen as a 
replacement for qualified teachers where they are needed. 

• Reforms to initial teacher training need to consider the pool of potential 
applicants. Raising the entry requirements for teacher training courses can 
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be counterproductive if sufficient supply of possible candidates does not 
exist, and increasing the academic content of training courses is unlikely 
to lead to higher-quality teaching in systems where many teacher training 
candidates still lack core competencies in the curriculum they will teach. 

• Structures and policies that promote competition between individuals and 
schools can act as a barrier to collaboration, making it difficult to develop 
learning teams and learning systems.

8.2 Call to action for international actors

Countries need to drive reforms, but the international community must sup-
port country governments to strengthen and create a workforce to achieve 
SDG 4.

International agencies, NGOs, civil society, and donors should support gov-
ernments to review their education workforce, taking into account good 
practice approaches for strengthening it and considering how to include rel-
evant elements of the learning teams and systems approaches. They should 
support governments to test, evaluate, and scale system-wide reforms and 
provide platforms on which lessons can be shared. They could establish or 
build on an existing international alliance to support and share further rigor-
ous research and work collaboratively to support policymakers financially and 
technically to make their education workforce more effective.

Global partners, including GPE, the UNESCO IIEP, and the World Bank, could 
work together and support countries to develop an education system work-
force diagnostic tool and better costing and financing models to understand 
and tackle workforce reform. They could also finance the design and/or 
implementation of workforce reform with appropriate instruments. Any finan-
cial support should encourage countries to prioritize education in their own 
domestic spending, which will cover the largest share of workforce costs.

Researchers and funders of research should test, prototype, and evaluate 
the impact and cost-effectiveness of new approaches to workforce reform 
in low-income contexts. This includes testing and evaluating system-wide 
reform elements of the life cycle that are particularly under-analyzed – includ-
ing the impact of teacher standards, teacher recruitment, reforms to initial 
teacher training, systemic approaches to upgrading large numbers of unqual-
ified teachers at scale, and multiple career tracks. All elements of the work-
force life cycle for roles other than teachers should also be analyzed along 
with system-wide reforms over time. 

Testing and evaluation of many design elements for the education workforce 
are also needed. These include the changing role of the teacher; skills optimi-
zation; the relative value of different learning team combinations; cost-effec-
tive workforce approaches to address student welfare and inclusion; strate-
gies to streamline operations; technology’s role and its impact on the work-
force; effective workforce structures, roles, and capabilities at the district and 
state levels; and enabling factors for the education workforce to implement 
learning teams and systems approaches. 
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Further work is needed to understand how effective education workforce 
reforms are implemented and taken to scale. Identifying key success factors 
and ways to address challenges and barriers to reform are critical. 

With only 10 years left until 2030, this must be the decade of delivery. 
We have no time to waste. To ensure equitable and inclusive learning for 
all, now is the time for all actors –most importantly policymakers and 
members of the education workforce themselves – to be open to new 
ways of working and learning together. It takes a team to educate a child; 
by building learning teams and learning systems, we can harness the 
human and social capital of the wider workforce and create a learning 
generation.

Chapter 8 
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Design principles

To guide thinking about design of the future education workforce, the EWI 
research team developed design principles based on SDG 4’s goals of access, 
learning, equity, and inclusion. Existing evidence on what works to improve 
learning outcomes and for workforce effectiveness as outlined in the report 
was also considered. These principles underpin the three visions and are 
incorporated in each one with some variation. Given every education system 
has its own unique context and challenges, a set of design principles can 
be a useful starting point for policymakers to use when embarking on work-
force reform. The design principles would of course need to be developed 
to address each country’s needs and ideally would be aligned to a long-term 
education sector plan. For example, a specific set of design principles is being 
developed as part of EWI’s support of the reform of the Ghana Education Ser-
vice (see Chapter 5); the principles are based on a detailed needs assessment 
and aligned to the 2018-2030 education sector plan.

1. Design the workforce around 
learner outcomes

• Structure the workforce around action needed to maximize learner 
outcomes (based on available evidence), and recognize the diversity 
of students’ learning needs and their welfare 

• Ensure explicit integration of equity and inclusion into the design and 
composition of the workforce roles at all levels, making equitable 
resource management and practices central to role design and 
competencies

2. Design workforce 
organization structure, 
skills, and culture based on 
drivers of professional and 
systemwide change 

• Acknowledge the skills and knowledge that the education workforce 
already possesses, identify gaps and provide opportunities to 
cultivate these and develop new skills that contribute positively to 
teaching, learning, and building professionalism 

• Create a collaborative workforce with professional learning teams at 
all levels of the system, where teachers are supported by specialist 
staff within and beyond the school

• Encourage use of evidence, data, innovation, reflection, and adaptation 
• Design leadership roles and team configurations that build a culture 

of professional trust, shared responsibility, and collective efficacy – 
the softer elements of design are as important as the hard wiring of 
structures and roles

• Design structures that promote accountability and professional 
challenge, as well as support

• Design career pathways that motivate and retain professionals, 
including progression routes between school, district, and state levels

3. Design the workforce 
using robust data to inform 
feasibility and affordability 

• Understand data on the current workforce, including the challenges 
and opportunities especially in the most marginalized areas

• Acknowledge the resources available (human and financial) and the 
current capacities and capabilities in the system

• Model the costs and benefits, offsetting significant investment costs 
by building on existing strengths and structures 

Annex A
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Guiding questions for strengthening the education workforce

To strengthen the existing workforce, policymakers could consider these guid-
ing questions.

1. Analyze the existing 
education workforce  

• Where are the most critical bottlenecks to access, learning, equity, 
and inclusion within the system and how are these driven by current 
challenges within the education workforce?

• What are the composition of skills and capabilities within the current 
workforce at each level? Is there a gender balance?

• Are there shortages of specific skills and capabilities within the 
education workforce? What are the specific needs and how will the 
production pipeline meet those needs?

• What is the capacity of teacher training institutes or other 
organizations to support workforce strengthening? 

2. Consider different policy 
levers throughout the 
workforce life cycle and 
embed systems thinking

• What are the current binding constraints or inefficiencies in the 
workforce life cycle that affect education outcomes?

• What local and international evidence exists that can be drawn on to 
address those challenges?

• Are new approaches needed to attract, recruit, and prepare staff? 
Do these need to address overall shortages, or shortages in specific 
locations or expertise? Is there a potential pipeline of teachers – i.e. 
sufficient secondary school graduates?

• What is the relationship between qualifications, capabilities, and 
performance of workforce members and how does this impact 
prioritization of investment? 

• How can existing approaches to motivate and develop staff be 
strengthened? Where are the biggest needs? How is professional 
development currently provided and how does that compare to good 
practice? Does the current career structure recognize and reward 
merit?

• What improvements are needed to lead, monitor, and manage the 
workforce? How effective are existing accountability structures? What 
is the balance between compliance and instructional leadership?

• How do workforce policies and initiatives need to be aligned across 
system levels and throughout the workforce life cycle?

• What interdependencies exist between workforce reforms and other 
policy initiatives including wider reforms? What does the education 
workforce need to do differently to enable some of those reforms?

• What steps and what timeframe are needed for long-term 
development of a fully professionalized workforce? What interim 
strategies are needed for the existing workforce? The longer-term 
impacts on workforce professionalism should be considered 
alongside immediate potential gains.

Questions for consideration
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3. Consider cultural, social, 
equity, and political factors

• What are the political economy considerations for education 
workforce reform?

• What is the cultural and political status of teachers and other 
workforce roles? 

• Are career entry, training, and progression opportunities accessible 
to all? How will proposed reforms impact gender equity and 
representation of minority groups within the workforce?

• What is politically feasible regarding the development or management 
of those already in the workforce who do not meet revised standards 
and qualification requirements? 

• Do the most marginalized children need tailored approaches?

4. Present a clear business 
case for investment in 
workforce reform

• Are existing policies being implemented efficiently and as intended? 

• Is current investment sufficient to cover the costs of a workforce 
capable of delivering and realizing the economic potential of quality 
education for all? What are the priorities? 

• Have the long-term costs and benefits of different workforce 
strengthening policy options been carefully considered? 

5. Involve the workforce in 
policy development

• How can policymakers most effectively engage with the school-based 
workforce? 

• How can policymakers harness the potential of the workforce as 
agents of change? 

• How can policymakers identify, celebrate, and build on local innovation 
and existing strengths? 
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Guiding questions for designing the workforce using learning team and 
learning system visions

To consider how to redesign the existing workforce taking into account learn-
ing teams and learning systems, policymakers could consider these guiding 
questions.

1. Consider cultural, social, 
equity, and political factors 

• What are the needs of the education sector plan? What are the key 
functions needed to deliver those goals?

• What is the size, scale, and capacity of the state and district 
system? This includes distance (catchment size) and connectivity 
(geographical and technological). The larger the scale, the larger the 
scope for specialized roles. In smaller jurisdictions, collaboration 
across districts may be needed to provide specialist support. Where 
there are remote areas, ratios of face-to-face staff may need to be 
higher as each role holder will have a smaller case load to allow time 
for travel.

• What is the language mix of the workforce and how does this align to 
learner needs? 

• What is the gender balance and diversity of the workforce in relation 
to student demographics? Which groups are underrepresented and at 
different levels of seniority? How will proposed reforms impact gender 
equity and representation of minority groups?

• What is the level of complexity of middle-tier structures, e.g. regional, 
district, cluster, and even smaller units of organization?

• What is the cultural and political status of workforce roles? E.g. 
school principal roles may be highly valued as outward facing 
community leaders, with no appetite for instructional leadership; 
therefore investment in instructional leadership may have more impact 
in deputy principals.

2. Be respectful of the maturity 
of the system and the pace 
of change desired

• What are the current binding constraints or inefficiencies in the 
workforce model that affect education outcomes? For example, 
if a major limiting factor is the lack of mother-tongue teachers to 
support foundational learning, then more investment in local learning 
assistants may be prioritized. If closing within-district achievement 
gaps is a major priority, then investment in data analysts and district 
managers may be prioritized. 

• What is the current capacity of the workforce – what is manageable 
for the pace of change desired? If there is already a system or 
institutions for local in-service teacher training, for example, the 
move to pedagogical coaching may be a manageable incremental 
step for the system. For other systems, the introduction of coaches 
may require a major workforce investment. Where capacity is lower, 
additional quality assurance and management may need to be 
considered, such as additional lead pedagogical coaches.

• What is the quality of existing data on the workforce? What are 
the gaps in workforce data that need to be addressed to improve 
workforce planning?

Questions for consideration
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• How decentralized are workforce accountabilities? The 
more decentralized the system, the more technical skills and 
accountabilities will need to be designed into workforce roles at 
the school and district levels. If the system is highly centralized and 
school principals have limited managerial authority to take school 
improvement action, then investment in pedagogical coaches rather 
than supervisors may be wiser.

• How can policymakers take a long-term view? Introducing new ways 
of recruiting teachers with the right dispositions and skills will take 
several years before it impacts student outcomes, and many years 
before they are consistent across a country.

3. Consider learning team  
and learning system 
approaches

• How can the skills and expertise of the workforce be optimised? How 
can they be better aligned towards learning, equity and inclusion? How 
can more experienced teachers work together with less experienced 
ones?

• What structures and practices need to be in place to enable more 
team-work?

• How can school and district leaders focus more on instructional 
leadership and data-driven improvement? What do they currently 
do they either needs to be done by someone else, technology or 
eliminated?

• What kind of learning configurations could maximize the skills 
of different workforce roles? How could alternative learning 
arrangements, including those that are tech-assisted, help target 
individual learning needs?

• What structures and practices must be in place to facilitate schools 
working more effectively together to improve education outcomes? 
What formal measures can support the exchange of evidence and 
knowledge about effective instruction and management approaches?

• How can cross-sectoral collaboration improve education outcomes?

• How can a culture of research and development be encouraged 
throughout the system? How can the government support shared 
research, evaluation, evidence, and lessons learned to help scale up or 
target effective innovations?

4. Embed systems thinking 
into workforce redesign

• How can workforce initiatives be aligned across system levels? For 
example, efforts to improve pedagogical coaching at the district level 
will struggle if a culture of coaching and trust is not cultivated and 
modeled by leaders at the state level.

• What interdependencies exist between workforce reforms and other 
policy initiatives, including wider reforms across the workforce life 
cycle? E.g. if pedagogical coaches are promoting particular teaching 
standards, are inspectors and supervisors using these in their 
accountability frameworks to send consistent messages to teachers?
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• Are the right systems in place to support the success of workforce 
roles? If supervisors have a role in supporting school performance 
review, for example, what systems are in place to ensure the review 
system is effective, such as incentives for performance? 

• What wider policy choices are relevant to workforce reforms? E.g. if a 
strong national- or state-level inspectorate is desired, this will impact 
the priorities of the supervisor role.

5. Be mindful that a workforce 
design exercise is about 
people and change at 
scale, not drawing new 
organizational charts

• What success measures and evaluation processes can be 
implemented for new initiatives to generate new local evidence on 
what works?

• What key skills, behaviors, and culture are needed to make workforce 
design successful? These should also be defined alongside new roles.

• How can the government best engage the workforce in design 
and policy decisions? What types of tools and strategies are most 
effective at connecting policymakers and the workforce in meaningful 
dialogue?

• How can key roles be designed as champions for change? Workforce 
redesign offers opportunities to establish key roles, such as 
pedagogical coaches, as champions for change who can influence 
and motivate colleagues to work in new ways that have more impact 
on learning outcomes.

• How can policymakers build on bright spots in the system and 
existing strengths? E.g. localities with high levels of parental 
engagement could leverage this to recruit community volunteers.
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Abbreviations

ASU Arizona State University
CAL Computer Assisted Learning  
CoE Colleges of Education 
CPD Continued Professional Development 
DFID  Department for International Development (United Kingdom) 
ECD Early Childhood Development 
EMIS  Education Management Information Systems 
EWI Education Workforce Initiative 
EYOS Equivalent Years of Schooling
GDP Gross Domestic Product
GES Ghana Education Services
GPE Global Partnership for Education 
ICT Information and Communications Technology 
IDA  International Development Assistance (World Bank) 
ITT Initial Teacher Training 
LAYS Learning Adjusted Years of Schooling
MDB Multilateral Development Bank
MoET Ministry of Education and Training
MOOC  Massive Open Online Course
MTEF Medium-Term Expenditure Framework
ODA Overseas Development Aid
OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
OER Open Educational Resources 
PTA Parent Teacher Association 
PTR  Pupil-Teacher Ratio
RCT Randomized Control Trial 
SD Standard Deviation
SDG  Sustainable Development Goal  
STEM Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math
TCAI Teacher Community Assistant Initiative
TSC Teaching Service Commission 
TTC Teacher Training Colleges 
T-TEL Transforming Teacher Education and Learning 
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
UNICEF The United Nations Children’s Emergency Fund 
WISE World Innovation Summit for Education
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Executive Summary   
Transforming the  
Education Workforce

The Education Commission is very grateful to the many organizations 
and individuals that have made substantial contributions to this report 
either directly or through various consultations and discussions. 
It is much appreciated.
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