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Abstract 

The rhetoric around decentralisation suggests school-based management improves education 

outcomes. Existing reviews on school-based decision-making have tended to focus on proximal 

outcomes and offer very little information about why school-based decision-making has positive 

or negative effects in different circumstances. The authors systematically searched for and 

synthesised evidence from 35 quantitative and qualitative studies evaluating 17 individual 

interventions on the effectiveness of school-based decision-making on educational outcomes. 

Devolving decision-making to the level of the school appears to have a somewhat beneficial 

effect on drop-out, repetition and teacher attendance. Effects on test-scores are more robust, 

being positive in aggregate and for middle income countries specifically. On the other hand, 

school-based decision-making reforms appear to be less effective in communities with 

generally low levels of education, where parents have low status relative to school personnel. 

The authors conclude that school-based decision-making reforms are less likely to be 

successful in highly disadvantaged communities.  
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The effectiveness of school-based decision making in improving educational 

outcomes: a systematic review 

 

The rhetoric around decentralisation suggests school-based management 

improves education outcomes. Existing reviews on school-based decision-

making have tended to focus on proximal outcomes and offer very little 

information about why school-based decision-making has positive or negative 

effects in different circumstances. The authors systematically searched for and 

synthesised evidence from 35 quantitative and qualitative studies evaluating 17 

individual interventions on the effectiveness of school-based decision-making 

on educational outcomes. Devolving decision-making to the level of the school 

appears to have a somewhat beneficial effect on drop-out, repetition and teacher 

attendance. Effects on test-scores are more robust, being positive in aggregate 

and for middle income countries specifically. On the other hand, school-based 

decision-making reforms appear to be less effective in communities with 

generally low levels of education, where parents have low status relative to 

school personnel. The authors conclude that school-based decision-making 

reforms are less likely to be successful in highly disadvantaged communities.  

 
Background 
 
Education is understood to be a fundamental human right that offers individuals the 

opportunity to live healthy and meaningful lives. Evidence from around the world also 

indicates that education is vital for economic and social development, as it contributes 

to economic growth and poverty reduction, sustains health and well-being, and lays 

the foundations for open and cohesive societies (UNESCO, 2014). In recognition of 

the vital importance of education, governments across the globe have made a 

substantial effort to expand and improve their education systems, as they strive to 

meet the Education for All goals, adopted by the international community in 1990. 

These efforts have borne remarkable results; it is estimated that the number of out-of-

school children has halved over the last decade (ibid, p. 53). However, there are still 

serious barriers to overcome, particularly in terms of access, completion and learning 

(Krishnaratne et al., 2013). Access to education – particularly for girls, poor children 

and children in conflict-affected areas – remains a crucial issue.  

 
The devolution of decision- making authority to schools has been widely adopted as a 

decentralisation model by international agencies, including the World Bank, the U.S. 

Agency for International Development (USAID) and the UK Department for 

International Development (DFID) and by governments, as it is assumed that locating 

decision-making authority within schools will increase accountability, efficiency and 
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responsiveness to local needs (Gertler et al., 2008). This devolution includes a wide 

variety of models and mechanisms, differing in terms of which decisions are devolved 

(and how many), to whom decision-making authority is given, and how the 

decentralisation process is implemented (i.e., through ‘top-down’ or ‘bottom-up’ 

processes).  All models and mechanisms are presumed to increase responsiveness to 

local needs and accountability by bringing community members into direct contact with 

schools, and to increase efficiency by making financial decisions more transparent to 

communities, reducing corruption and incentivising investment in high quality teachers 

and materials. 

 

However, there is limited evidence from low income countries of the general 

relationship between decentralization reforms and education outcomes. Much of the 

literature focuses exclusively on the proximal outcomes of school-based decision-

making. This is likely due to the relative ease of measuring such outcomes, as well as 

the shorter time generally required to identify impact on intermediate outcomes.  

 

Existing systematic reviews on school-based decision-making have also tended to 

focus on proximal outcomes (e.g. Guerrero et al., 2012, on teacher absenteeism; 

Petrosino et al., 2012, on student enrolment). There are very few that consider the full 

range of relevant outcomes, such as student learning (e.g. Snilstveit et al., 2015). The 

comprehensive reviews that do exist (Santibanez, 2007; World Bank, 2007; Bruns et 

al., 2012; Westhorp et al., 2014) are not systematic reviews as commonly defined, with 

clear inclusion criteria, systematic literature searches and transparent appraisal and 

synthesis of the evidence.i Most of the reviews rely on literature that is now nearly ten 

years out of date and focus almost exclusively on Central America, referencing almost 

no evidence from other regions. Existing reviews on this topic also tell us very little 

about why school-based decision-making has positive or negative effects in different 

circumstances, a gap which this review also aims to address. There is, therefore, a 

need for a current globally-comprehensive systematic review of the impact of school-

based decision making on a wide range of educational outcomes.  

 
In the following sections, we define school-based decision-making interventions and 

how they are supposed to work. We then present the review objectives and methods, 

followed by synthesis of evidence on effects and discussion of the mechanisms 

underpinning positive and negative effects. Finally, we give implications for policy, 

programmes and research. 

 

School-based decision-making reforms 
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Decisions about curricula, finance, management, and teachers can all be taken at one 

or more of several administrative levels: centrally at the national or federal state level, 

by provinces/regions within a country, by districts or by schools. Often described as 

‘school-based’ or ‘community based’ management, the devolution of decision- making 

authority to schools includes a wide variety of models and mechanisms. These differ 

in terms of which decisions are devolved (and how many), to whom decision-making 

authority is given, and how the decentralisation process is implemented (i.e., through 

‘top- down’ or ‘bottom-up’ processes).  

 

‘School-based decision-making’ can describe models in which decisions are taken by 

an individual principal or head teacher, by a professional management committee 

within a school, or by a management committee involving local community members. 

This last model may simply imply an increased role for parents in the management and 

activities of the school, or it may include provision of training and materials to empower 

broader community involvement, depending on the model (Krishnaratne et al., 2013). 

 
The devolved decisions can be financial (e.g. decisions about how resources should 

be allocated within a school; decisions about raising funds for particular activities within 

a school), managerial (e.g. human resource decisions, such as the monitoring of 

teacher performance and the power to hire and fire teachers; decisions relating to the 

management of school buildings and other infrastructure) or related to the curriculum 

and/or pedagogy (e.g. decisions about how elements of a national curriculum will be 

taught and assessed within a given school). In order to support the process of decision-

making, many models also involve some means of providing information to community 

members on the performance of an individual school (or school district) relative to other 

schools (Barrera-Osorio & Linden, 2009). These models and mechanisms are 

considered to potentially increase accountability and responsiveness to local needs by 

bringing local community members into more direct contact with schools, and to 

increase efficiency by making financial decisions more transparent to communities, 

thereby reducing corruption and incentivising investment in high quality teachers and 

materials. 

 

For the purposes of this review, ‘school-based decision-making’ is defined as including 

any model in which at least some of the responsibility for making decisions about 

planning, management and/or the raising or allocation of resources is located within 

schools and their proximal institutions (e.g. community organisations), as opposed to 

government authorities at the central, regional or district level. The ‘intervention’ 

considered within this review, therefore, is any reform in which decision-making 

authority is devolved to the level of the school.  Within this broad definition, there are 
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three main mechanisms discussed in the literature: (1) reforms that devolve decision-

making around management to the school level; (2) reforms that devolve decision-

making around funding to the school level; and (3) reforms that devolve decision-

making around curriculum, pedagogy and other aspects of the classroom environment 

to the school level. 

 

School-based decision-making is widely promoted by donors in lower-income 

countries as a means for improving educational quality and is often taken up 

enthusiastically by national governments. Both generally articulate the ultimate 

outcome of school-based decision-making models as being a positive change in 

student outcomes (including but not restricted to learning outcomes). In addition to 

learning outcomes (most often measured by standardised tests of cognitive skills), 

there are many other possible student learning outcomes which may be valued by 

schools, donors and governments, such as improved student ability to demonstrate 

psychosocial and ‘non-cognitive’ skills. Changes in student aspirations, attitudesand 

behaviours (such as the adoption of safe sex practices) could also be considered 

important educational outcomes. 

 
However, devolving decision-making to the level of the school does not lead directly to 

such outcomes. Rather, school-based decision-making is likely to impact on outcomes 

via a number of causal pathways. We developed a conceptual framework depicting our 

understanding of the causal pathways, contributing factors and underlying processes 

that could affect the impact of school-based decision-making on educational outcomes 

(Figure 1), which we used as a ‘working hypothesis’ (Oliver, Dickson & Newman, 2012, 

p. 68) to guide the articulation of our specific review questions and review methodology 

(as recommended by Anderson et al., 2011). 

 

Reforms that increase accountability and responsiveness to local needs are assumed 

to lead to positive stakeholder perceptions of (and engagement in) educational 

provision, which, in turn, is expected to increase enrolment, attendance and retention 

and to reduce corruption within schools. It is also presumed that increased 

accountability will encourage schools to make recruitment decisions based on teacher 

performance, rather than mechanically relying on qualifications or allowing nepotism to 

interfere. Such personnel practices, in turn, are seen to lead to reduced teacher 

absenteeism, increased teacher motivation and, ultimately, improvements in the quality 

of teaching within schools. It is also assumed that local communities will encourage 

schools to adopt more locally relevant curricula, which can then have a positive impact 

on the quality of teaching and student opportunities to learn.  
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At the same time, decentralised funding mechanisms and other reforms aimed at 

increasing efficiency within schools, particularly when combined with efforts to increase 

community participation, are presumed to result in more resources being available to 

schools, another important factor in improving educational quality (Krishnaratne et al., 

2013). Increased efficiency is, in turn, assumed to affect the unit costs of educational 

provision, potentially reducing costs or improving outcomes for a given cost, which may 

be particularly valued by governments in less well- resourced settings. School-based 

decision-making mechanisms, therefore, result in many proximal (or intermediate) 

outcomes, in addition to the final outcomes mentioned above. These proximal 

outcomes include increased enrolment, improved equality of access, improved 

attendance, improved retention, improved progression, and higher quality educational 

provision. 

 
However, there is growing evidence that decentralisation reforms may have 

unintended and sometimes negative effects in certain political and economic 

circumstances (Banerjee et al., 2008; Bardhan & Mookherjee, 2000, 2005; Carr-Hill 

et al., 1999; Condy, 1998; Glassman et al., 2007; Pherali et al., 2011; Rocha Menocal 

& Sharma, 2008; Rose, 2003; Unterhalter, 2012). Decentralising decision-making 

may lead to ‘elite capture’ at the local level and/or further corruption within school 

systems, for example, or may limit educational opportunity for marginalised ethnic 

groups. There is some consensus in this literature that decentralisation is only likely 

to have a positive impact on outcomes when (a) there is clear government policy 

and/or regulations about the powers and role played by different agencies and 

stakeholders; (b) there are sufficient financial resources available within the system; 

and (c) there is some form of democratic culture (see De Grauwe et al., 2005; Lugaz 

et al., 2010; Pherali et al., 2011). Those vested with the authority to make decisions 

on behalf of the school must also have the capacity and knowledge to make such 

decisions, or their decisions are unlikely to have a positive impact on outcomes (World 

Bank, 2004). This body of evidence highlights the contingency of the effects of 

decentralisation, linked to important interactions between formal structures of 

decision-making and informal structures of power and authority within bureaucracies, 

communities and schools. 

 

Furthermore, each link in the causal chain rests on certain assumptions which must be 

met for a change in the location of decision-making to have the desired effect(s). For 

instance, the assertion that involving parents and community members in the hiring 

and firing of teachers (an ‘accountability’ mechanism employed in many contexts) will 

improve quality of teaching rests on the assumption that (a) parents and community 
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members will be able to identify high quality teachers who should be retained and/or 

rewarded, (b) the incentives provided will positively impact student learning and (c) 

former more centralised systems were less than optimal with regard to teacher 

recruitment and accountability, leaving scope for improvement through reform. This is 

not always achieved. In some contexts, teacher incentive schemes have been found 

to have a negative impact on overall student learning, if, for instance, they create 

perverse incentives for teachers to block the enrolment of low-performing students to 

maintain high average test scores within their classrooms (Glewwe et al., 2003). The 

impact of school-based decision-making models is, therefore, likely to differ depending 

on a wide variety of implementation factors, relating to the objective of the reform, the 

decisions that are devolved, the individuals given decision-making authority and the 

nature of the decision-making process. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework 
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Objectives and methods 
 
The review aims to answer two questions:  

1. What are the impacts of school-based decision-making on educational 

outcomes in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs)? 

2. What are the barriers to and enablers of effective models of school-based 

decision-making?  

 

The review followed an explicit protocol (see Carr-Hill et al., 2014). Full details of the 

review approach are provided in Carr-Hill et al. (2015).  

 
To be included in the review, all studies had to: 1) be empirical in nature and focused 

on primary and secondary schools within LMICsii; 2) investigate a change in decision-

making authority from a higher level of decision-making authority to the level of the 

school; 3) provide data on the relationship between school-based decision-making and 

at least one educational outcome (either proximal, e.g. attrition, equality of access, 

increased enrolment; or final, e.g. student learning, as captured by test scores, 

psychosocial and non-cognitive skills, etc.); and 4) rely on data collected since 1990 

be reported in English, French, Spanish or Portuguese.iii Studies of any follow-up 

duration and studies with multiple follow-ups were included. 

 

We excluded evidence collected in LMICs located within Central and Eastern Europe 

(including Turkey) or the former USSR, and studies where the intervention was 

conceptualised, managed and implemented by an external decision-making agency, 

or aimed exclusively at improving the functioning of existing devolved decision-making 

structures. Studies of interventions aimed exclusively at improving the functioning of 

devolved decision-making structures – but not introducing new decision-making 

authority – were excluded (e.g. interventions aimed at strengthening the effectiveness 

of pre-existing village education committees, such as the report card initiative 

discussed in Banerjee et al. 2008). We also excluded studies investigating a change 

in decision-making authority to a level higher than the school (e.g. studies of 

decentralisation to the region or district level). Studies that investigated the effects of 

privatisation of schooling were excluded on a related basis. Further, studies focusing 

on decision-making at levels lower than the school were also excluded. These include 

demand-side interventions (e.g. conditional cash transfers) intended to influence 

decisions made at the household, family or child-level.  

 
We conducted a mixed methods review. To be eligible for review under RQ1, studies 

needed to be causal in nature, meaning we included: (1) experimental designs using 

randomised or quasi- randomised assignment; and (2) quasi-experimental designs 
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collecting longitudinal data at baseline and endline in intervention and comparison 

groups, as well as those using cross-sectional endline data only, provided an 

appropriate method of analysis has been used to control for confounding. Any 

comparison needed to be contemporaneous – i.e., data on a reform group and a non-

reform group needed to reflect the same time period. All the included studies needed 

to analyse data at the level of the child or at the level of the school or community. 

Studies analysing comparison groups at sub-national or country level were excluded, 

as were studies in which there was clear evidence of spillovers or contamination to 

comparison groups from the same communities, and studies in which reporting biases 

were evident were excluded.iv 

 

For RQ2, we included studies of any empirical design, so long as they provided 

evidence on contexts already included in the review, and met the standards of 

transparency, appropriateness, rigour, validity, reliability and cogency set out by DFID 

(2014) (Table A1). These included ‘process evaluations’ and/or project completion 

reports of any of the school-based decision-making interventions evaluated in 

reference to the first review question, other empirical studies (employing quantitative, 

qualitative or mixed methods of analysis) which provided data on either factors found 

to affect the implementation of one of the school-based decision-making interventions 

evaluated in reference to the first review question, or conditions or circumstances 

found to affect the impact of one of the included interventions on the specified 

outcome(s). Studies reporting stakeholder perceptions of a change in outcomes were 

excluded, as were studies exclusively reporting on processes or outputs (e.g. changes 

in the frequency of community participation). 

 
Potentially relevant literature was identified through a five-stage search strategy for 

published literature (e.g. journal articles, books, conference papers and institutional 

grey literature, including reports and process evaluations) and unpublished literature 

(e.g. dissertations, theses and unpublished empirical studies showing null and/or 

negative results). This comprised: 1) identification of existing systematic reviews in 

related areas; 2) targeted searches in a wide range of bibliographic databases and 

websites;v 3) hand searches of the eight most relevant journals relating to the topic; 4) 

citation chasing;vi and 5) contacting experts involved in the research area. Relevant 

studies were then appraised for robustness of evidence and methodological rigour 

prior to synthesis. 

 
We identified 2,821 titles (135 from systematic reviews, 2,141 from databases and 541 

from website and hand searches)vii of which 100 met the review eligibility criteria 

(Figure 2). Thirty of the 100 met the design criteria required for RQ1, but three were 
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removed from RQ1 synthesis, due to high risk of bias.viii Twenty-seven studies were, 

therefore, included in the review of which 26 studies, investigating the impact of 17 

individual interventions, were included in meta-analysis.ix Seventy-three non-causal 

studies were identified and critically appraised, of which nine were included. 

 

Figure 2: Pipeline of studies 
 

We created a typology of broad intervention types, based on typologies of school- 

based management models included in Barrera-Osorio et al. (2009) and Santibanez 

(2007). The typology was created by coding each study on a range of dimensions, 

based on elements of our initial conceptual framework, from which we identified three 

broad intervention types: 

 
1) High decentralisation (4 interventions), comprising all models in which the 

school (and/or the local community) has decision-making authority over nearly 

all aspects of school management. Most importantly, the school or school 

management committee needed to have authority over both financial and 

personnel decisions (e.g. the authority to hire/fire teachers and the authority to 

pay salaries).  

2) Medium decentralisation (13 interventions), in which a school or school 



12  

management committee needed to have authority over some management 

decisions. However, schools in this classification would not have authority over 

personnel decisions.  

3) Low decentralisation (1 intervention) includes models in which schools have 

the power to make curricular decisions and/or decisions about infrastructure 

and buildings. No schools in this classification have authority over financial 

decisions.  

 

We calculated standardised mean differences (SMDs) and associated standard errors 

from studies to compare effects across studies. SMD provides an estimate of the 

change in outcomes between intervention and control/comparison groups measured 

in the standard deviation of the outcome of interest. It is therefore comparable across 

studies, subject to certain assumptions.x Standardized mean differences are scaled 

naturally so that, for example, an effect size estimate of 0.10 denotes one-tenth of a 

standard deviation improvement for treatment participants compared to control 

participants. 

 

We estimated pooled effect sizes using random effects meta-analysis models with 

inverse variance weights. We explored heterogeneity across studies and within 

studies, given the variation in samples, interventions, countries, and study design 

methods. Finally, in order to identify the main barriers and enablers that appear to 

have influenced the impact of the interventions in particular contexts, we examined 

within-study findings using a framework synthesis approach (Thomas et al., 2012). 

Description of included interventions 
 

In total, the 35 included studies investigate the effectiveness of 17 individual 

interventions (Table 3). Many of the 26 included impact studies (RQ1) involve multiple 

‘treatment’ arms, each reflecting a slightly different variation of school-based decision-

making. Of the nine linked studies (RQ2), seven relate to four of the interventions 

investigated in the impact studies and the remaining two are multi-country studies 

(Gunnarsson et al., 2008; Hanushek et al., 2011). 

 

The studies represent a diversity of geographic contexts. The region most heavily 

represented is Latin America (n=12), with Mexico (n=5), El Salvador (n=3) and 

Nicaragua (n=2) being the most common individual countries, and Colombia and 

Honduras also represented. This is unsurprising, given that Latin American countries 

were amongst the first lower income contexts to attempt to decentralise their 

education systems. Seven of the studies investigate school-based decision-making in 

sub-Saharan African contexts (Kenya, Madagascar, Gambia, Niger and Uganda). No 
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African country featured in more than two studies. Finally, seven studies analyse 

South or Southeast Asian contexts, with the Philippines being the most frequent (n=5). 

Other Asian countries include Indonesia and Sri Lanka. 

 

The studies are also quite diverse in terms of income classification. Of the 26 impact 

studies, eight were based on low income contexts, 13 in lower middle income contexts 

and five in upper middle income contexts. Most of the studies investigated 

interventions targeted at primary schools (n=23) or secondary level (n=1), while two 

studies considered outcomes at both primary and secondary level. Nine studies (32%) 

used randomisation to assign participants to groups, while 17 (65%) use quasi-

experimental approaches. Although the included studies represent a range of 

publication dates (from 1999 to 2014), all the studies using random allocation have 

been published since 2008. 

 

Only six of the studies (23%) were published as articles in academic journals; the 

majority (N=16, 62%) are World Bank reports or working papers published by 

economic think tanks. Three of the included studies were published as chapters in 

one World Bank publication. One is an unpublished PhD thesis. The implication of this 

is that about two-thirds of our included studies are reports which may never have been 

through an external peer review process. The risk of bias assessment indicated that 

eight studies (27%) could be classified as of low risk of bias overall. All of these studies 

were assessed as having used randomised assignment appropriately and we were 

not able to identify any sources of bias relating to factors such as method of allocation, 

attrition, contamination, motivation bias or biases in analysis reporting. Most other 

studies (63%), including three RCTs, were classified as having moderate risk of bias, 

usually due to risks of confounding and/or contamination of comparison groups. As 

mentioned above, three studies (10%) were assessed as having high risk of bias and 

were excluded from the meta-analysis. 

 

Results of overall synthesis 
 

We were able to report on the impact of any school-based decision-making reform on 

six educational outcomes: 1) student drop-out and attendance; 2) student repetition; 3) 

teacher attendance; and 4) student learning, as assessed via i) language test scores, 

ii) math test scores, iii) aggregate test scores (i.e. tests of more than one subject). 

 
Student drop out and attendance 

 

Seven of the ten estimates of effects of devolving decision-making to the level of the 
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school on school level student drop-outs are from Latin America. All except two of the 

ten estimates are negative and two in Colombia and Mexico are statistically significant 

(Figure 3). Pooling the findings across studies, we estimate a somewhat beneficial 

effect on school level student drop-outs – a pooled effect of reducing drop-out by 0.07 

standard deviations (SDs) but not statistically significant at 95 percent confidence (95% 

CI= -0.14, 0.01).  

 

Figure 3: Effects on student drop-out

 
 
However, there is significant heterogeneity in the findings across studies (I-squared = 

88%) and evidence in some contexts does suggest statistically significant reductions 

in drop-outs. For example, Rodriguez et al. (2010) estimate the biggest reduction in 

Colombia (-0.23 SMD; 95% CI = -0.27,-0.19). 

 

Six also reported effects on student absenteeism or attendance (Barr et al., 2012; 

Blimpo & Evans, 2011; Di Gropello & Marshall, 2005; Jimenez & Sawada, 1999; 

Lassibille et al., 2010; and Sawada & Ragatz, 2005). However, none included 

sufficient data to allow for the calculation of standardised mean differences and 

subsequent pooling in meta-analysis. Two studies measure absenteeism by collecting 

data on student attendance on the day of an unannounced visit to a school. Barr et 
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al. (2012) estimate that using a participatory process for developing and using a 

school report card increased attendance by up to 10 percent, while Blimpo and Evans 

(2012) estimate that the Whole School Development intervention reduced student 

absenteeism by about 5 percentage points from a base of about 23 percent. However, 

Jimenez and Sawada (2003) and Sawada and Ragatz (2005), who define 

absenteeism as the number of days absent in the previous month among students in 

the 3rd grade, find no difference between EDUCO and traditional schools in overall 

mean absence. Di Gropello and Marshall (2005), who use a student reported ordinal 

measure of attendance, find no evidence that PROHECO schools succeeded in 

reducing student absences. Lassibille et al. (2010), meanwhile, measure attendance 

across a given school during the month prior to a visit identify an increase in 

attendance of approximately 4 percentage points over control schools in schools 

which benefited from interventions at the school level but no effect in districts 

implementing only the sub-district- and district-level version of the intervention. 

 
Student repetition, failure and progression 

 

For repetition, the pooled effect of the impact of a school-based decision-making 

intervention is a reduction in school-level repetition rates of 0.09 SDs (95%CI = -0.13, 

-0.04) (Figure 4). Three of the five estimates are from Latin America, one is from 

Madagascar and one from Indonesia. All but one of the individual study estimates are 

negative, while only two in Madagascar and Mexico are significant at the 95 percent 

level. Analysis does not suggest heterogeneity is significant across studies (I-squared 

= 18%), suggesting the findings are consistent across contexts.  
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Figure 4: Effects on repetition

 
 
Five studies also investigated impacts on student failure rates all in Mexico (Bando, 

2010; Gertler et al., 2012; Murnane et al., 2006; Rodriguez et al., 2009; Skoufias and 

Shapiro, 2006). However, in none of these studies is failure precisely defined, in 

terms of which subjects are included in the assessment of a student’s failure at the 

end of a year.  

 

Gertler et al. (2012) estimate a significant reduction in grade failure for AGE, a finding 

which is robust to checks on pre-intervention trends between treatment and 

comparison schools. Rodriguez et al. (2009) also identify a reduction of 1.4 

percentage points in PER schools over control schools. Three studies examine 

failure rates for the programme succeeding AGE, PEC (Murnane et al., 2006; 

Skoufias and Shapiro, 2006; Bando, 2010), finding mixed results. Skoufias and 

Shapiro (2006) estimated participation in PEC to reduce failure rates by 0.24 

percentage points, while Murnane et al. (2006) argue PEC schools were more 

successful than control schools in retaining many students. On the other hand Bando 

(2010), using census data in her analysis, suggests a positive association with failure 

rates that strengthens over time. 

 

Two studies also investigated impacts on student progression and/or continuation 

(Barr et al., 2012; Jimenez & Sawada, 2003), offering discrepant findings. Barr et al. 
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(2012) found no impact on the probability of continued enrolment, as a result of the 

participatory scorecard intervention. However, Jimenez and Sawada (2003) identify 

an increase in continuation in EDUCO schools than others. 

 
Teacher attendance 

 

Figure 5 reports results from seven studies that measure the impact of a school-based 

decision-making intervention on teacher attendance. Five estimates are from Africa 

and the other two from Latin America and Asia. Evidence suggests effects on teacher 

attendance are positive overall, at 0.10 SD, but not statistically significant (95% CI = -

0.05, 0.26). Analysis suggests there is significant heterogeneity in the estimates (I-

squared = 72%). Indeed, two studies in Kenya and Uganda found significantly positive 

effects on teacher attendance.   

 

Figure 5: Effects on teacher attendance 

 
 

Test scores 

 

Effects on test-scores are larger and more robust. We find a positive and significant 

improvement of 0.21 SDs in aggregate test scoresxi on average (95% CI = 0.09, 0.32) 

(Figure 6). The five estimates of aggregate test scores come from two countries (one 
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negative and significant.  

 

We also find positive and significant average improvements of around 0.08 SD in 

scores on mathematics (95% CI = 0.02, 0.13) (Figure 7) and language (SMD=0.07, 

95% CI = 0.02, 0.13) (Figure 8). The 19 estimates for mathematics tests come from a 

range of contexts (Africa, Asia and Latin America). Only one estimate is negative and 

significant, while five, from a variety of contexts, are positive and significant – SMD 

exceeds 0.2 in Sri Lanka, Kenya and the Philippines. There is significant heterogeneity 

in effects (I-squared = 69%) suggesting further moderator analysis is needed to explain 

differences between studies. The 17 estimates for language testsxii are from Asia, 

Africa and Latin America. Six of the 17 estimates are positive and significant, with SMD 

exceeding 0.2 in in Indonesia, Kenya, Sri Lanka and in one Mexico study, while none 

is negative and significant.  The analysis suggests significant residual heterogeneity (I-

squared = 62%), which is explored further in moderator analysis.  

 

Figure 6: Effects on aggregate test scores
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Figure 7: Effects on mathematics test score  
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Figure 8: Effects on language test score 

 

 

Adverse outcomes 
 
Devolving decisions to the level of the school can have negative consequences, such 
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reported unintended consequences of school-based decision-making reforms. 

Murnane et al. (2006) identified a significant increase in the administrative burden on 

schools as a result of the PEC programme in Mexico. Duflo et al. (2012) note that 

school management committees in Kenya seemed to be more likely to hire male 

teachers than females.  
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to the small numbers of observations by moderator variable groups.  

 

The cross-country study by Hanushek et al. (2011) found that the impact of school 

autonomy depends on the level of development of the country implementing the reform. 

Our own moderator analysis does not suggest effects differ by income group for drop-

outs and teacher attendance, despite evidence for the latter being dominated by 

studies from low income countries where issues relating to teacher attendance may be 

particularly acute. However, analysis of test scores does suggest impacts pertain to 

middle income countries for mathematics and language, where the overall positive 

pooled effect is driven by the results for lower-middle income countries (0.09 SMD; 

95% CI = 0.03, 0.16). By contrast, and with the exception of one study in Kenya (Duflo 

et al. (2012), now a middle income country, there is no significant improvement in 

student learning in low income country settings (SMD=0.01 SMD; 95% CI = -0.09, 

0.11).  

 

Table 1: Analysis of effects by level of decentralisation and income context 

 Moderator variable Pooled 

SMD 

95% CI I-squared Num obs 

Student drop outs       

 Low decentralisation -0.23 -0.27 -0.19 n/a 1 

 Medium decentralisation -0.04 -0.07 -0.00 27.4% 9 

 High decentralisation - - - - 0 

 Low income -0.05 -0.13 0.04 0.0% 2 

 Lower middle-income 0.21 -1.48 1.87 42.0% 2 

 Upper middle-income -0.04 -0.07 0.00 46.9% 6 

Teacher attendance       

 Low decentralisation - - - - 0 

 Medium decentralisation 0.03 -0.13 0.20 65.8% 5 

 High decentralisation 0.28 0.10 0.48 7.8% 2 

 Low income 0.10 -0.04 0.25 74.6% 5 

 Lower middle-income 0.05 -1.05 1.15 81.8% 2 

 Upper middle-income - - - - 0 

Math test scores       

 Low decentralisation - - - - 0 

 Medium decentralisation 0.10 0.03 0.17 74.9% 11 

 High decentralisation 0.05 -0.11 0.22 59.3% 7 

 Low income 0.01 -0.09 0.11 55.1% 6 

 Lower middle-income 0.11 0.02 0.20 75.0% 10 

 Upper middle-income 0.09 0.03 0.14 0.5% 3 

Language test scores       

 Low decentralisation 0.10 0.03 0.18 n/a 1 
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 Medium decentralisation 0.08 0.00 0.15 75.1% 9 

 High decentralisation 0.05 -0.06 0.16 18.4% 7 

 Low income 0.02 -0.06 0.09 25.6% 6 

 Lower middle-income 0.09 0.03 0.16 41.5% 8 

 Upper middle-income 0.10 -0.19 0.40 83.7% 3 

 
We examined the possibility impact heterogeneity depending on the length of exposure 

to the reforms under investigation. Evidence from the U.S. suggests that there can be 

a time lag of up to eight years between the implementation of a school-based 

management model and any observable impact on student test scores, although 

intermediate effects may be more rapidly identifiable (World Bank, 2007, p. 13). This 

could be because schools initially see a decline in performance as school personnel 

adapt to the new structures, or because school-based management reforms are likely 

to have a more immediate impact on proximal outcomes (e.g. teacher attendance), 

which then have a more gradual impact on student learning over time. Seven of the 

studies do explicitly include time-lag in heterogeneity analysis, and present inconsistent 

evidence. Some studies (e.g. Duflo et al., 2012; Gertler et al., 2012; Jimenez & Sawada, 

1999; and Santibanez et al., 2014) identify a possible ‘Hawthorne effect’, whereby 

schools show positive results in the first year (possibly due to the energy and 

momentum created by the new reform), which do not continue to increase with 

prolonged exposure. A similar effect is identified in Khattri et al. (2010) and Yamauchi 

(2014), although neither study explicitly presents data on this point. However, other 

studies (e.g. Bando, 2010; King & Ozler, 2005; Murnane et al., 2006) identify stronger 

results in communities with longer exposure to the intervention. As studies in both 

groups examine similar outcomes, it is difficult to draw any conclusions around the 

differential impact of length of exposure. 

 

We also explored the correlation between the time-lag between the start of the 

intervention and the impacts observed for test scores, where there were sufficient 

observations to examine variation by follow-up time, using meta-regression analysis 

(Table 2). The meta-regression, also conditions on country income status and 

suggests that it may take on average 22 months for reforms to have a maximum effect 

of 0.16 SD in middle-income country contexts. This suggests results from shorter term 

follow-ups may be biased downward, if we are to believe indirect treatment 

comparisons across contexts.  

 

Table 2: Meta-regression analysis of test score outcomes 

 Coefficient 
Standard 

error 
P-value 95% CI 

Follow-up period in months 0.0145 0.0060 0.021 0.0024 0.0267 
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Follow-up in months (squared) -0.0003 0.0002 0.049 -0.0007 -0.0000 

=1 if low income country -0.0937 0.0485 0.062 -0.1925 0.0051 

Constant -0.0031 0.0477 0.949 -0.1003 0.0941 

Notes: Observations=36; I-squared=52.7%; adjusted R-squared=0.378; Model F(3,32)=3.18 

(p=0.037).  

 

Almost half of the studies, covering 14 interventions, examined impact heterogeneity 

according to the following factors: 

 

• student-level factors including baseline ability (Pradhan et al., 2011), sex 

(Pradhan et al., 2011), socioeconomic background (Rodriguez et al., 2010) and 

grade level (Beasley & Huillery, 2014; Gertler et al., 2012; King & Ozler, 2005; 

Parker, 2005; Rodriguez et al., 2010; Santibanez et al., 2014);  

• school-level factors including school size (Beasley & Huillery, 2014; King & 

Ozler, 2005) and characteristics of teachers (Glewwe & Maïga, 2011; Barr et 

al., 2012; Jimenez & Sawada, 2003; Duflo et al., 2012) and headteachers 

(Rodriguez et al., 2010);  

• community-level factors including the level of community disadvantage (Gertler 

et al., 2012; Murnane et al., 2006; Rodriguez et al., 2010; Skoufias & Shapiro, 

2006), education levels of parents and school management committee 

members (Beasley & Huillery, 2014; Blimpo & Evans, 2011), and the level of 

community participation (Jimenez & Sawada, 1999; King & Ozler, 2005);  

• national-level factors including one study examining a sub-group of teachers 

under a centralised pay-for-performance scheme that rewarded teachers for 

strong results on student assessments (Gertler et al., 2012); and  

• co-interventions such as training (Blimpo & Evans, 2011; Bold et al., 2013; Duflo 

et al., 2012; Pradhan et al., 2011), accountability mechanisms like report cards 

(World Bank, 2011; Barr et al., 2012), the election of school management 

committees (Pradhan et al., 2011) and whether the implementing body is 

government or NGO (Bold et al., 2013; Glewwe & Maïga, 2011; Lassibille et al., 

2010).xiv 

 

Implementation fidelity was also discussed to a very limited extent (Pradhan et al., 

2011; Blimpo & Evans, 2011; Bold et al., 2013; Yamauchi, 2014) but not in formal sub-

group analysis. 

 

The findings from these analyses varied across contexts, and are reported in full 

elsewhere (Carr-Hill et al., 2015). Briefly, there is some evidence to suggest that 

school-based decision-making reforms have a stronger impact on wealthier students 

with more educated parents. It also appears that reforms may be particularly effective 
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for lower grade levels. By contrast, reforms appear to be less effective in 

disadvantaged communities, particularly if parents and community members have low 

levels of education and low status relative to school personnel. This is a particularly 

important result, given that some studies showing positive impacts explicitly 

acknowledged having avoided including more remote areas in their analysis (e.g. 

Glewwe & Maïga, 2011, and Lassibille et al., 2010). Devolution also appears to be 

ineffective when communities are not able to participate actively in decision-making 

processes. Small schools, however, may find school-based decision-making to be 

effective, particularly if community members establish a collaborative, rather than an 

adversarial, relationship with teachers. Two studies in particular (Jimenez & Sawada, 

1999; King & Ozler, 2005), both investigating programmes in Latin America, conclude 

that community participation levels are critical. 

 
Barriers to and enablers of effective school-based decision making 
 
This section draws on findings from impact evaluations and the linked studies, which 

were critically appraised prior to synthesis (Table A1). The finding that devolving 

decisions to the school level does not have a positive effect on the poorest, most 

disadvantaged communities, is supported by qualitative evidence from Nicaragua. 

Fuller & Rivarola (1998) found that schools in severely impoverished areas were 

unlikely to raise additional revenue from the surrounding communities. Gershberg & 

Meade (2005) found parental contributions to be a significant component of 

autonomous school budgets, suggesting that disadvantaged communities would be 

unable to raise sufficient resources under the autonomous schools model. 

 
Low levels of capacity within communities are also barriers. Communities with high 

levels of illiteracy and/or with few educated parents do not seem to benefit from 

devolution of decisions to the community level. In their study of Whole School 

Development programme in the Gambia, Blimpo & Evans (2011) argue that 

devolution may even be detrimental in such contexts “because the communities are 

not well equipped to act on [such information]” (p. 29).  

 
The cross-country study by Hanushek et al. (2011) finds autonomy reforms improve 

student achievement in more developed countries but may undermine it in less 

developed ones. Reimers & Cardenas (2007), in analysis of Mexico’s PEC 

programme, find that lack of leadership or “coherence of vision among school staff” 

are significant barriers (p. 38). Teachers in Indonesia felt they did not have the capacity 

to implement the curricular component of that country’s school-based management 

reform points, nor did they feel adequately supported to use the autonomy given to 

them (Bjork, 2003).  
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There are a variety of reasons why the capacity of institutions and communities can 

act as a barrier to effective school-based decision-making reforms. First, for such 

reforms to be effective, school personnel and community members must understand 

the nature of the reform and crucially must also be able to propose changes that are 

likely to affect student learning within the school. Santibanez et al. (2014) and Parker 

(2005) note that communities in Mexico and Nicaragua did not always fully grasp the 

nature and the objective of school-based decision-making reforms. Bandur (2008) 

raises similar concerns in analysis of the national school-based management reform 

in Indonesia. In the Nicaraguan context, the lack of ownership led to active resistance 

in some communities (Fuller & Rivarola, 1998). 

 

Beasley & Huillery (2014) found that school management committees in rural 

communities in Niger frequently opted to spend their grants on agricultural projects, 

instead of school materials, teacher incentives or other initiatives likely to affect 

educational outcomes. Secondly, community members – particularly parents – must 

have a certain amount of status to play an active role on school management 

committees. This does not tend to be the situation in rural, poor communities, where 

school personnel are often perceived as authority figures due to their relatively high 

levels of education (Beasley & Huillery, 2014; Gertler et al., 2012). All of these reasons 

may explain why early interventions devolving decisions to the school level, such as 

EDUCO in El Salvador, restricted participation in school management decisions to 

literate members of the community, a requirement which does not appear to feature in 

similar models of school-based management implemented more recently in other low 

income contexts. 

 
Under-resourced governments may simply be unable to implement and monitor 

complex decentralisation reforms. Bold et al. (2013) finds that a contract teacher 

programme, which was effective under NGO implementation, had no effect when 

scaled up by the government at the national level. Lassibille et al. (2010) and Glewwe 

& Maïga (2011) find impacts among schools benefiting from direct training by NGO 

representatives in Madagascar, but not among schools that had been trained by district 

or sub-district employees (who had themselves been trained by the NGO). National 

level programmes unlikely to be effective without sufficient monitoring capacity and 

accountability mechanisms, both of which are often limited in low income contexts. 

Indeed, there may be reason to suspect that government officials may actively hinder 

the effectiveness of school-based management reforms, as was identified by both 

Bandur (2008) and Vernez et al. (2012) in Indonesia, where provincial and district 

officials were found to actively interfere in school decision-making processes. 

 



26  

Finally, the studies highlight the fact that school-based decision-making reforms can 

only affect the immediate circumstances of a given school or community. Even if a 

reform is effective within a community, school-based management reforms cannot 

address many external factors that can act as significant barriers to impact. Although 

there are myriad external factors affecting educational outcomes, the included studies 

reference five that appear most relevant: 

 

• The strength of the national teacher’s union (Bold et al., 2013); 

• The strength of the teacher job market (Barr et al., 2012; Parker, 2005); 

• Teacher ability/quality (Lassibille et al., 2010; Blimpo & Evans, 2011); 

• Constraints imposed by the central system e.g. inefficient mechanisms 

for distributing salaries in rural areas (Blimpo & Evans, 2011; Lassibille 

et al., 2010); and 

• Security (Beasley & Huillery, 2014). 

 

Studies also point to several enablers of effective school-based decision-making 

reforms. First, it appears that smaller schools (e.g. one-teacher schools as in 

Beasley & Huillery, 2014) are more likely to benefit from local decision-making 

authority, because it is easier for school management committees to monitor 

teachers and stay informed about conditions at the school. Second, devolving 

personnel decisions and financial and other management decisions, enables 

school-based decision-makers to affect teacher behaviour, including attendance 

(Sawada & Ragatz, 2005; King & Ozler, 2005). Finally, Duflo et al. (2012) suggest 

that giving parents the majority voting power on school management committees 

in Kenya was one of the reasons why local hiring addressed issues of elite capture.  

 

Discussion 
 

We report the first mixed-methods systematic review of school-based management. 

The included studies were systematically critical appraised and met the criteria for 

relatively low risk of bias.  

 

Our findings are broadly similar to other comprehensive reviews of evidence (e.g. 

Santibanez, 2007; World Bank, 2007). However, we offer a body of evidence 

substantially bigger in size and geographic breadth than these reviews, hence adding 

to the generalisability of the evidence. Our review includes 26 impact studies and 9 

qualitative studies, representing 17 distinct interventions in 13 countries across Latin 

America (5 countries), sub-Saharan Africa (5 countries) and South/Southeast Asia (3 

countries). 
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Overall, we find that devolving decision-making to the level of the school appears to 

have a positive effect on repetition and beneficial effects on reducing drop-outs and 

improving teacher attendance in certain contexts. Effects on test-scores are more 

robust, and range between 0.10 and 0.20 SD. In comparative terms, these effects may 

be considered sizeable when compared to the balance of results for educational 

interventions, not least because effect sizes in the field of education tend to be 

relatively small and effect sizes approaching 0.2 SMD are comparatively large 

(Snilstveit et al., 2016). In broader terms, reported effects on learning outcomes vary 

widely but are often small and/or statistically non-significant. Kremer et al. (2013) 

review a number of RCTs which employ test scores as outcomes and find that, very 

exceptionally, effect sizes can be as high as 0.6 SD (providing village schools in 

Afghanistan), while more generally an effect 0.2 SD can be considered large.  

 

There is also much heterogeneity in effects. Evidence suggests that school-based 

decision-making reforms appear to be less effective in disadvantaged communities, 

particularly if parents and community members have low levels of education and low 

status relative to school personnel.  

 

In models of school-based decision-making classified as ‘high’ decentralisation, 

schools and communities have decision-making authority over nearly all aspects of 

school management. Most importantly, the school (or, typically, the school 

management committee) has authority over both financial and personnel decisions, 

including the authority to hire/fire teachers and to pay salaries. As is evident from the 

studies examining the impact of differential levels of participation on outcomes, 

devolving decision-making to school level does not always result in increased 

stakeholder participation in school activities. However, when participation does 

increase – and when school management committees have the authority to hire and 

fire teachers – the evidence suggests that teacher attendance improves (Figure A1). 

We know less about how this may translate into student learning. In fact, improved 

teacher attendance does not appear to result in increased teacher effort or improved 

quality of teaching in many contexts. The link between teacher attendance and student 

learning is likely to depend on several other external factors, including teacher ability, 

community characteristics and the specific design of the school-based decision-making 

reform. 

 
In ‘medium’ decentralisation models, schools have authority over non-personnel 

financial decisions. This authority usually comprises oversight of grants related to 

School Improvement Plans and/or the school budget, as well as legal authority to 

raise independent monies on behalf of the school. There is evidence to suggest that 
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devolving financial decisions to the school level often results in an increased amount 

of money available to the school, either due to the receipt of a grant or to the 

fundraising activities of school management committees. However, increased 

funding does not appear to translate into educational outcomes, particularly in 

poorer communities (Figure A2). 

 

Implications for policy, practice and research 
 
Our findings carry several implications for policy and practice. First, it appears that 

school-based decision-making reforms in highly disadvantaged communities are less 

likely to be successful. Parental participation seems the key to the success of such 

reforms and this is linked to the real authority or status and cultural capital of 

community members. One benchmark, proposed by Blimpo & Evans (2011), is that 

communities need a minimum of 45 percent overall literacy in order to benefit from 

school-based management. This suggests that policy makers are likely to see greater 

impact of school-management reforms is more advantaged areas, although this 

raises obvious equity concerns. 

 

Second, the involvement of school management committees in personnel decisions 

appears to play a role in improving proximal outcomes, such as teacher attendance, 

but success is also likely to be linked to the overall teacher job market and the 

prospects of long-term employment. However, the impact of devolving personnel 

decisions is also likely to be linked to the overall teacher job market and the possibility 

of long-term employment. Policy proposals should therefore consider the current and 

prospective job market conditions for teachers when anticipating the potential impact 

of school-based decision-making reforms. 

 

Third, the specifics of programme design appear to be crucial. It appears that the 

details of such supplementary elements (e.g. restrictions on the use of grants; the 

implementing body responsible for training; etc.) may play an important enabling role. 

The evidence also suggests that, at least in some contexts, impact on student learning 

may take longer than is often allowed within evaluation timelines. Where donors are 

involved, this also means that decentralisation reforms may require sustained donor 

commitment over the longer term (minimum 2 years). 

 
Finally, we suggest policy makers should proceed with caution when using the results 

from small-scale pilot programmes to inform national programming, although further 

research is needed on this point. 
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The review also suggests a number of fruitful directions for future research. There 

needs to be further robust analysis of the impacts of large-scale school-based decision-

making reforms that have recently been implemented. More studies are also needing 

that analyse the relative impacts of different kinds of school-based decision-making 

interventions (i.e. implementation RCTs with active controls). The few studies with 

active controls (e.g. Pradhan et al., 2011) offer important insights into the specific 

effects of different models, which should be replicated elsewhere.  

 

We were unable to locate many studies investigating possible negative or unintended 

consequences of school-based decision-making reforms, given that such outcomes do 

not feature explicitly in any of the included impact studies. There is therefore a clear 

need to examine negative effects, given widespread adoption of such policies, in 

impact evaluations. But it would also be possible to incorporate adverse effects drawing 

on non-experimental studies. A future review of school-based decision making could 

expand the inclusion criteria to examine adverse effects by incorporating the full range 

of non-experimental and qualitative evidence. More generally, we have identified a 

large amount of qualitative evidence which could also be used to synthesise a broader 

range of barriers and enablers of implementation to complement the findings of this 

study. 

 
This review excluded reforms which evaluated interventions designed to improve the 

functioning of existing school-based decision-making mechanisms, and studies of 

interventions designed by agencies external to the school (e.g. donor agencies, 

NGOs). A future review could include such studies. Finally, a review of evidence on 

cost-effectiveness would also be warranted although this would presumably need to 

incorporate relevant programme documentation to identify unit costs, since the studies 

we located did not provide such information. 
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Table 3: Characteristics of included intervention studies 

Name of 
intervention 

Country, 
school level 

Intervention description 
Level of 

decentralisation 

Impact studies (RQ1) 
and linked studies 

(RQ2) 

Outcomes included in 
meta-analysis 

RQ1 study 
design (risk of 

bias) 

PDE 
Brazil, 
primary 
schools 

The programme began in 1998 and was 
administered by the World Bank-financed 
Fundescola Project. Schools conducted 
needs assessment and developed plans to 
address them, which Fundescola project 
funded. Initially 401 schools in 9 states took 
part. In 2001 the programme was rolled out 
to more than 5,600 schools, with total 
investment over 1 million dollars. 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1: Carnoy et al. 
(2008) 

RQ2: N/A 

None (data not 
available) 

Quasi-
experiment 

(moderate risk 
of bias) 

EDUCO 
El Salvador, 

primary 
schools 

EDUCO, established in 1991, is a national 
programme that gives communities 
autonomy over most educational decisions. 
Under the EDUCO model, community 
education associations – in which parents 
are the majority – are responsible for 
administering and managing the school, 
including hiring, firing and paying teachers. 
Community education association 
members are elected by their peers and 
receive training on various aspects of 
school management. Community education 
association members must be literate and 
they are elected by their peers. They also 
receive training prior to assuming their 
duties 

High decentralisation 

RQ1: Jimenez & 
Sawada (1999); 

Jimenez & Sawada 
(2003); Sawada & 

Ragatz (2005) 

RQ2: de Umanzor et 
al. (1997) 

Test scores (language, 
math) 

Quasi- 
experiment 

(moderate risk 
of bias) 

PROHECO 
Honduras, 

primary 
schools 

The EDUCO programme spawned a 
number of similar initiatives in Central 
America, including PROHECO in 
Honduras. Much like EDUCO, PROHECO 
schools are managed by parental councils, 

High 
decentralisation 

RQ1: Di Gropello & 
Marshall (2005) 

RQ2: N/A 

Test scores (language, 
math) 

Quasi-
experiment 

(moderate risk 
of bias) 
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Name of 
intervention 

Country, 
school level 

Intervention description 
Level of 

decentralisation 

Impact studies (RQ1) 
and linked studies 

(RQ2) 

Outcomes included in 
meta-analysis 

RQ1 study 
design (risk of 

bias) 

which have responsibility for a broad range 
of management duties, including hiring, 
firing and paying teachers. 

Autonomous 
Schools 
Program 

Nicaragua, 
primary 
schools 

In the early 1990s, the Nicaraguan 
government established 'consultative 
councils' in all public schools, in order to 
stimulate greater participation of teachers 
and parents in school decisions. Councils 
consisted of head teachers, teachers, 
parents and students. In 1993, the 
consultative councils at a small sub-sample 
of public secondary schools were 
transformed into School Management 
Councils in 1993 and given legal status and 
autonomy over the majority of school 
decisions. This pilot programme eventually 
expended into primary education in 1995. 
The councils of the newly-created 
autonomous schools, in which parents held 
the voting majority, had the ability to hire and 
fire teachers and the responsibility to 
maintain their infrastructure and academic 
quality. They also had control over monthly 
fiscal transfers that paid for teacher salaries, 
benefits and basic maintenance, and they 
had the right to charge and retain fees. The 
Ministry of Education retained control over 
staff promotion, teacher certification and the 
national curriculum. 

High decentralisation 

RQ1: King & Ozler 
(2005); Parker (2005) 

RQ2: Fuller & 
Rivarola (1998); 

Gershberg & 
Meade (2005) 

Test scores (language, 
math) 

Quasi-
experiment 

(moderate risk 
of bias) 

School 
Based 

Management 

Indonesia, 
primary 
schools 

School-based management was established 
in Indonesia in 2003. SBM grants principals, 
teachers, and other local community-based 
members with autonomy over academic 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1: Pradhan et al. 
(2011) 

RQ2: Bandur (2008); 

Drop-out 

Repetition 

Test scores (language, 

RCT (low risk 
of bias) 
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Name of 
intervention 

Country, 
school level 

Intervention description 
Level of 

decentralisation 

Impact studies (RQ1) 
and linked studies 

(RQ2) 

Outcomes included in 
meta-analysis 

RQ1 study 
design (risk of 

bias) 

operations of schools. A grant program 
accompanied the reform, which provided a 
per- student amount to all schools that could 
be disbursed according to local priorities. In 
2006, recognising that school committees 
were largely not realising the autonomy 
granted to them through the reform, a field 
experiment was implemented by the World 
Bank to test four measures aimed at helping 
committees to fulfil their management roles. 

Bjork (2003); Vernez 
et al. (2012) 

math) 

AGEMAD 
Madagascar, 

primary 
schools 

The AGEMAD reform sought to improve the 
efficiency and effectiveness of the education 
sector in Madagascar by specifying roles 
and responsibilities and introducing new 
monitoring tools at each level of the school 
management hierarchy.  At the school level, 
the intervention focused on the provision of 
new administrative tools for teachers (e.g. 
lesson planning forms), the introduction of 
school report cards, and the organization of 
school meetings with school staff, parents 
and members of the community (intended to 
increase parental and community 
involvement in monitoring). An RCT was 
designed to test the impact of three different 
implementation designs: 1) a cascade model 
in which district officials were trained to 
implement the reform through the district; 2) 
a modified cascade model in which both 
district and sub-district officials were trained 
the implement the reform; and 3) an 
intensive model in which district officials, 
sub-district officials and individual schools 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1 : Glewwe & 
Maïga (2011); 

Lassibille et al. (2010) 

RQ2: N/A 

Test scores (aggregate) 
RCT 

(moderate risk 
of bias) 
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Name of 
intervention 

Country, 
school level 

Intervention description 
Level of 

decentralisation 

Impact studies (RQ1) 
and linked studies 

(RQ2) 

Outcomes included in 
meta-analysis 

RQ1 study 
design (risk of 

bias) 

were trained directly. 

Quality 
Schools 
Program 
(PEC) 

Mexico, 
secondary 

schools 

PEC was introduced in 2001 and seeks to 
increase community participation in school- 
based decision-making, reducing 
administrative burden for participating 
schools and providing technical support to 
participating schools. The programme is 
guided by national regulations of the federal 
government but administered by state 
departments. The federal government 
provides match funding to encourage state 
participation in the funding of PEC. In order 
for a school to qualify for PEC, school 
directors, teachers, and parents need to 
identify a school’s problems and needs and 
design a school improvement plan. PEC 
schools qualify for annual programme 
grants of up to about $5,000 and also 
receive $2 for each dollar that the school 
raises from the municipal government or 
private sector. The grant amount depends 
on the socioeconomic status of the 
community, the educational needs identified 
in the school improvement plan and the 
characteristics of the community population. 
Communities must spend 80% of their grant 
in the first four years; funds must be spent 
on teacher training, interventions for at-risk 
students, educational materials/teaching 
equipment or infrastructure. Training is 
provided to school principals and directors 
of school-management committees. 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1: Bando (2010); 
Murnane et al. (2006); 

Skoufias & Shapiro 
(2006) 

RQ2: Reimers & 
Cardenas (2007) 

Drop-out  

Test scores 
(language, math) 

Quasi-
experiment 
(low risk of 

bias) 
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Name of 
intervention 

Country, 
school level 

Intervention description 
Level of 

decentralisation 

Impact studies (RQ1) 
and linked studies 

(RQ2) 

Outcomes included in 
meta-analysis 

RQ1 study 
design (risk of 

bias) 

Support to 
School 

Management 
(AGE) 

Mexico, 
primary 
schools 

AGE, a precursor to PEC, was 
implemented in the late 1990s as part of a 
broader school reform that aims to improve 
service delivery and education quality in 
highly deprived parts of Mexico. AGE 
provides a small amount of financial 
support ($500 -$700 per year depending on 
the school size) to parents associations 
who have autonomy in using the funds for 
school improvement. Parents receive 
training about the role of parent association, 
the use of school funds and how to 
participate in a range of activities that 
involve effective management of the school. 
The use of funds is restricted and cannot be 
used to fund salaries. 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1: Gertler et al. 
(2012) 

RQ2: N/A 

Drop-out 

Repetition 

Quasi- 
experiment 

(moderate risk 
of bias) 

Program to 
Strengthen 
and Invest 
Directly in 
Schools 

(PEC- FIDE) 

Mexico, 
primary 
schools 

PEC-FIDE was a spin-off of PEC, 
implemented in six Mexican states in 2008. 
Schools that had participated in PEC were 
also eligible for PEC-FIDE, but it was not 
possible for schools to receive funds from 
both programmes simultaneously. PEC-
FIDE was similar to PEC, in that schools 
received grants in exchange for 
collaborative school planning and decision-
making. The amount of the grant depended 
on school enrolment but generally averaged 
around $4,500. Funds could be spent on 
training, interventions for at-risk students, 
materials/equipment and infrastructure. 
School councils - comprising head- 
teachers, teacher representations and 
parent representatives - were responsible 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1: Santibanez et 
al. (2014) 

RQ2: N/A 

Drop-out 

Test scores (language, 
math) 

Quasi-
experiment 

(moderate risk 
of bias) 
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Name of 
intervention 

Country, 
school level 

Intervention description 
Level of 

decentralisation 

Impact studies (RQ1) 
and linked studies 

(RQ2) 

Outcomes included in 
meta-analysis 

RQ1 study 
design (risk of 

bias) 

for drafting School Improvement Plans and 
received training prior to receipt of the grant. 

Crucially, schools do not opt in to PED-
FIDE; they are assigned to the programme 
by the state government, depending on 
programme targets 

Third 
Elementary 
Education 

Project 
(TEEP) 

Philippines, 
primary 
schools 

TEEP, implemented from 2000 to 2006 by 
the Philippine Department of Education, 
targeted the most deprived public primary 
and elementary schools in the Philippines. 
The act legalising the reform (Republic Act 
9155) vested decision-making authority in 
the office of the school head, not in the 
broader community. The Act also grants 
managerial autonomy, not financial freedom 
nor autonomy over personnel decisions. 
Under TEEP, schools received cash grants 
for maintenance and operating expenses, 
based on the enrolment of the school. 
Schools were also allowed and encouraged 
to raise their own funds from their 
communities. TEEP was a well-resourced 
programme that combined physical and soft 
components with institutional reform. The 
programme invested in physical buildings 
and textbooks, provided training to teachers 
and principals, and facilitated partnership 
between the school and community. 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1: Khattri et al. 
(2010); Yamauchi & 

Liu (2012) 

RQ2: N/A 

Test scores (math, 
aggregate) 

Quasi- 
experiment 

(moderate risk 
of bias) 

School-Based 
Management 

Philippines, 
primary 
schools 

Prior to the implementation of TEEP, there 
was a national law in the Philippines that 
granted principals autonomy over 
academic, administrative and financial 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1: San Antonio 
(2008) 

RQ2: N/A 

Test scores (math, 
aggregate) 

Quasi- 
experiment 

(moderate risk 
of bias) 
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Name of 
intervention 

Country, 
school level 

Intervention description 
Level of 

decentralisation 

Impact studies (RQ1) 
and linked studies 

(RQ2) 

Outcomes included in 
meta-analysis 

RQ1 study 
design (risk of 

bias) 

affairs in their schools. Although the law 
encouraged the creation of school 
management committees, there was no 
mandate to create such committees, so 
they were only created if individual 
principals so desired. 

BESRA 
Philippines, 

primary 
schools 

Building on the success of TEEP, in 2006, 
the Philippine government mainstreamed 
SBM by including it as an element of the 
system-wide Basic Education Reform 
Agenda (BESRA). BESRA was built around 
five key reform thrusts relating to teacher 
development, social support for schools, 
early childhood development, private sector 
involvement in education and general 
improvement of educational governance. 
The SBM component involved the 
establishment (or capacity building for 
existing) school governing councils, the 
preparation of school improvement plans, 
and an increased level of resources 
managed and controlled at the school level. 
As part of BESRA, principals and other 
school staff received training. BESRA was 
scaled up to schools that were outside the 
original TEEP catchment area through the 
use of a partnership model under which 
non- TEEP schools were partnered with 
neighbouring TEEP divisions in order to 
introduce SBM. Unlike TEEP, BESRA did 
not involve any additional package of 
investments. 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1: World Bank 
(2013); Yamauchi 

(2014) 

RQ2: N/A 

Test scores 
(aggregate) 

Quasi- 
experiment 

(moderate risk 
of bias) 
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Name of 
intervention 

Country, 
school level 

Intervention description 
Level of 

decentralisation 

Impact studies (RQ1) 
and linked studies 

(RQ2) 

Outcomes included in 
meta-analysis 

RQ1 study 
design (risk of 

bias) 

Programme 
for School 

Improvement 

Sri Lanka, 
primary 
schools 

PSI was designed to increase involvement 
of the school community including parents, 
teachers and past pupils in the management 
of school. The programme emphasized 
development of a school improvement plan, 
efficient utilization of resources, and 
improved cooperation between schools and 
communities in order to enhance quality of 
curricular and co-curricular activities. It also 
prioritised staff training to address the school 
needs and improve relationship between 
schools and communities. Under PSI, 
School Development Committees became 
responsible for managing schools. A Report 
Card Programme (SRCP) was implemented 
simultaneously, on a relatively small scale, 
in order to inform the school community of 
their school’s performance. Report cards 
were completed by school personnel and 
distributed to parents and School 
Development Committee members. 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1: World Bank 
(2011) 

RQ2: N/A 

Teacher attendance 

Test scores 
(language, math) 

RCT 
(moderate risk 

of bias) 

Rural 
Education 
Program 

Colombia, 
multiple 

school levels 

The Rural Education Program empowers 
municipal operating units (comprising local 
officials and members of the education 
sector) to assess needs and choose 
educational interventions for rural 
communities. Schools in the project are 
given the authority to implement/monitor 
their chosen educational intervention and 
are also provided with a “basket” of 
educational goods and teacher training. 

Low decentralisation 

RQ1: Rodriguez et al. 
(2010) 

RQ2: N/A 

Drop-out 

Test scores 
(language, math) 

Quasi-
experiment 

(moderate risk 
of bias) 

Whole Gambia, The WSD program provided training for Medium RQ1: Blimpo & Evans Teacher attendance  RCT (low risk 
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Name of 
intervention 

Country, 
school level 

Intervention description 
Level of 

decentralisation 

Impact studies (RQ1) 
and linked studies 

(RQ2) 

Outcomes included in 
meta-analysis 

RQ1 study 
design (risk of 

bias) 

School 
Development 

primary 
schools 

head teachers, teachers and 
representatives of students and parents, in 
addition to a capitation grant. Grants were 
controlled by school management 
committees and could only be spent on 
teaching and learning activities. 

decentralisation (2011) 

RQ2: N/A 

Test scores 
(language, math) 

of bias) 

School 
Based 

Management 
pilot 

programme 

Niger, 
primary 
schools 

This pilot programme in Niger provided 
capitation grants to schools. No restrictions 
were placed on the use of the funds, except 
that parent associations were given 
complete authority over their use. Training 
was provided to committee members prior to 
disbursement of the grants. 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1: Beasley & 
Huillery (2014) 

RQ2: N/A 

Drop-out 

Teacher attendance 

Test scores (language, 
math) 

RCT (low risk 
of bias) 

Extra Teacher 
Program 

Kenya, 
primary 
schools 

Parent teacher associations in Kenya 
traditionally used money raised through 
school fees to hire short-term contract 
teachers. However, when the introduction of 
Universal Primary Education eliminated 
fees, PTAs no longer had funding available 
for teacher recruitment. ETP was designed 
to reinstate the possibility of contract teacher 
contracts by providing funds to a random 
sample of school management committees 
in Western Kenya. Under the program, 
SMCs had the authority to hire and monitor 
contract teachers. A random subsample of 
schools in the study were provided 
additional training for SMC members as a 
supplementary intervention which was found 
to reduce the likelihood of reduced effort by 
non-contract teachers. The program was 
subsequently scaled up to the national level. 

High decentralisation 

RQ1 : Bold et al. 
(2013); Duflo et al. 

(2012) 

RQ2: N/A 

Teacher attendance 

Test scores (language, 
math, aggregate) 

RCT (low risk 
of bias) 
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Name of 
intervention 

Country, 
school level 

Intervention description 
Level of 

decentralisation 

Impact studies (RQ1) 
and linked studies 

(RQ2) 

Outcomes included in 
meta-analysis 

RQ1 study 
design (risk of 

bias) 

Evaluation of 
a 

participatory 
report card 
intervention 

Uganda, 
primary 
schools 

An evaluation was designed to test the 
relative impact of two kinds of school report 
card: a standardised report card, designed 
by the Ministry of Education, and a 
participatory report card, designed by 
individual school management committees. 
Committee members were trained in both 
treatment groups, but only those in the 
participatory arm were given the freedom to 
design their own instrument. 

Medium 
decentralisation 

RQ1: Barr et al. 
(2012) 

RQ2: N/A 

Teacher attendance 

Test scores 
(aggregate) 

RCT (low risk 
of bias) 

Note: two studies included to answer RQ2 are multi-country studies (Gunnarsson et al., 2008; Hanushek et al., 2011). 
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Figure A1: Revised framework for personnel decisions (‘high decentralisation’) 
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Figure A2: Revised framework for financial decisions (‘medium decentralisation’) 

 

i A recent paper by Evans and Popova (2015) argues that divergent conclusions from systematic reviews 
tend to be driven by a reliance on different samples of research studies, which, in turn, are driven by 
differing criteria for inclusion. However, the sample of studies included in that review of reviews largely 
draws on studies which do not use systematic methods of search, appraisal or synthesis. 
ii Income classifications reflect the World Bank’s income classification system. Classifications were linked 
to the start date of the intervention under investigation, rather than the current classification 
iii Studies written in other languages were excluded, unless English translations were available, as we did 
not have any further linguistic ability represented within the review team. 
iv We developed a risk of bias assessment tool based on ‘Suggested risk of bias criteria for EPOC reviews’ 
(Cochrane EPOC, 2014), with additional questions suggested by Hombrados and Waddington (2012) and 
He et al. (2007). 
v As existing systematic reviews (e.g. Petrosino et al, 2012) have indicated a lack of relevant studies on 
education decentralisation in developing countries published prior to 2000, we limited our electronic 
searches to studies published in or after 2000. We did set any such data boundary for our other search 
methods (e.g. review of reviews). 
vi We were unable to complete forward citation chasing of included studies.  
vii An additional four studies were identified through reference searching and expert checking. 
viii In two of the three studies (Paes de Barros & Mendonca, 1998; de Umanzor et al., 1997), we identified 
a substantial risk of confounding factors influencing the impact estimates, while there was a high risk of 
bias due to attrition in the final study (Cueto et al., 2008). Other risks were also identified, including risk of 
motivation bias and clustering, in one of the three studies (de Umanzor et al., 1997).  
ix Carnoy et al. (2008) was excluded from meta-analysis due to missing data. 
x Comparisons of effect sizes measured in standard deviations are comparisons of relative measures, 
requiring, for example, assumptions concerning the distribution and measurement of a phenomenon or 
trait (e.g. educational performance as measured by a test) in the samples to be compared. It was not 
possible in every case to calculate SMD, particularly for studies which did not report standard deviations 
of the outcome variable and/or the number of observations in the study or the statistics required to compute 
or estimate the standard deviation or other required statistic (e.g. t, z or F statistics, p values and standard 
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errors). However, we employed appropriate methods to generate comparable effect-sizes wherever 
possible, including using the Campbell Collaboration online effect size calculator 
http://www.campbellcollaboration.org/resources/effect_size_input.php. 
xi Aggregated tests are multi-subject tests. The National Achievement Test in the Philippines comprises 
math, English, Filipino, science, and social science. The test used in Bold et al. (2013) covers only math 
and English. 
xii Of the 14 studies that measured the impact of a school-based decision making intervention on student 
language test scores, some reported test data for more than one language. The languages tested are 
usually the language of instruction in school, where available. 
xiii Results of moderator analyses by type of evaluation method used (with or without randomised 
assignment) and risk of bias assessment is available in the technical report (Carr-Hill et al., 2016). The 
results for RCTs and quasi-experimental studies are similar overall nor could we identify any significant 
differences in the effects indicated by low and medium risk of bias studies. 
xiv In some instances, schools were given grants for explicit purposes, e.g. the hiring of contract teachers 
(Blimpo & Evans, 2011; Bold et al., 2013; Duflo et al., 2012). However, no study in the sample was able 
to estimate the marginal impact of allocating grants, because all studies included a grant component in 
treatment and control arms. 

http://www.campbellcollaboration.org/resources/effect_size_input.php

