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not only those in the “Established” group (e.g., Ghana 
and Kenya), but also those in the “Emerged” group 
(Nigeria and the Democratic Republic of Congo).

1.2. Learning levels
Rwanda has not participated in the learning 
assessments that many other Sub-Saharan 
countries take part in. Fragmentary evidence 
suggests that its children are probably learning too 
little. Figure 2.3 summarizes learning assessment 
results from international and regional assessments 
across sub-Saharan African countries. Countries in the 
leading “Established” group tend to perform better 

with a greater frequency of tests in which more than 
75 percent of the test-takers attain minimum levels of 
profi ciency.17 The Figure includes Rwanda, based on 
the performance of 4th and 6th graders on a national 
test in 2011 which included items from the Early Grade 
Reading Assessment (EGRA) tests administered in 
other sub-Saharan African countries. Rwanda shows 
up as a country where 50-75 percent of 4th and 6th 
graders scored above the minimum profi ciency level.18 
This rosy picture turns dismal, however, when one 
considers that the minimum level is any score above 
zero and that the test comprises EGRA items calibrated 
for expected learning targets for 2nd and 3rd graders.

Figure 2.2: School survival rates in Rwanda and other Sub-Saharan Countries, latest available year

Source: Bashir et al. 2018.
Note: estimates are based on microdata from the World Bank’s most recent Living Standards Measurement Study.
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17 See appendix table A1 for a list of international and regional assessments in which Sub-Saharan African countries have been participating, and 
defi nitions and examples of minimum learning profi ciency levels. 

18 DeStefano et al. 2012.

Figure 2.3: Too few students in Rwanda and other Sub-Saharan countries attain minimum learning levels

Source: Bashir et. al. 2018.
Note: each of the 96 dots in the Figure represents an international or regional assessment in Reading, Mathematics, and Science, from early grade to lower secondary, and 
adult literacy; its color denotes the indicated share of test-takers attaining minimum proficiency on the assessment; see appendix table A1 for the assessments used to 
generate the data for this Figure.
a/ Box 2.1 explains the basis for classifying countries in the “Established,” “Emerged”, “Emerging” or “Delayed” country group; 
b/ Rwanda’s data show 4th and 6th graders’ performance on an Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) test designed for 2nd and 3rd graders’ expected level of learning.
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Rwanda’s own national tests reveal a very low 
level of learning among primary school students. 
The 2011 study cited above shows that only about 30 
percent of 4th graders tested and less than 50 percent 
of 6th graders could read with comprehension a grade 
2 level text; and that fully two-thirds of the 6th graders 
could not answer a single comprehension question 
in English, the language of instruction at their grade 
level. A 2014 Learning Achievement in Rwandan 
Schools (LARS) II study of primary pupils shows a 
consistent finding of low learning achievement: 
among the 2nd graders tested, only 45 percent met 
the grade level expectations in Kinyarwanda, and the 
average score for mathematics was only 33 percent; 
among 5th graders, only 45 percent met the grade 
level expectations for English, and the average score 
for mathematics was only 38 percent.19 These modest 
levels of learning are not unique to Rwanda. The 
Service Delivery Indicators (SDI) survey for Kenya, 
Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Mozambique, Nigeria and 
Senegal, for example, reveal that at the end of 4th 
grade, less than 30 percent of the children tested 
could read a paragraph, except in Tanzanian where 
nearly 75 percent of children tested in Kiswahili, the 
local language of instruction, could do so.20 

In Rwanda, as in most of Sub-Saharan Africa, 
secondary students’ learning outcomes have not 
been systematically and widely documented; 
comparative data exist for only four countries 
from the region. The four countries, all in the 
“Established” group, include: Mauritius, which 
participated in the 2009 Programme for the 
International Student Assessment (PISA plus) 
study; and Botswana, Ghana, and South Africa, 
which have taken part, since 2003, in the Trends 
in International Mathematics and Science Survey 
(TIMSS). Over time, TIMSS scores have declined 
slightly in Botswana, the country with the highest 
average score of the three countries and risen 
steadily in Ghana and South Africa to the level in 
Botswana (Figure 2.4). Globally, however, the three 
countries have among the lowest TIMSS scores, 
with none having an average score above 400, the 
low international benchmark.21 If the results for 
these “Established” group countries are modest, 
Rwanda’s performance is also likely to be modest—
especially because the foundations in primary 
education are weak.

Figure 2.4: Mathematics scores of 8th graders in Sub-Saharan Africa’s “Established” countries lag behind those of their peers’ 
elsewhere in the world

Source: Bashir et al. 2018.
Note: test-takers in Botswana and South Africa were 9th graders, as denoted by the number in parentheses.
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19	 ECD 2016, cited in Honeyman 2017. 
20	 See Appendix Figure A1 for the data on learning outcomes in countries that participated in the SDI survey. Differences in the tests makes it difficult 

to compare learning levels in Rwanda to those in the SDI countries.
21	  The low international benchmark of 400 for 8th grade mathematics maps to a low level of learning of the subject, one where student have some basic 

mathematical knowledge, can add and subtract whole numbers, and recognize parallel and perpendicular lines and familiar geometric shapes.
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1.3. Disparities in basic education in Rwanda
Access to primary education is largely comparable 
by gender, income and place of residence but 
widens considerably in lower secondary education, 
especially by income and urban-rural residence. 
Rwanda stands out for achieving gender equality 
in access to both primary and lower secondary 
education in a region where bias favoring boys is 
common. There are, however, large rural versus rural 
gap: in lower secondary education: survey data for 
2005—the latest available at this writing—show the 
gross enrollment ratio for this level at 82 percent in 
urban areas, compared with only 44 percent in rural 
areas. Differences in transition rates between primary 
and lower secondary education reveal equally wide 
gaps: 53 percent in urban areas, compared with 33 
percent in rural areas; and 52 percent among the 
richest quintile, completed with just 26 percent in the 
poorest (Figure 2.5). As more recent survey data become 
available, it is critical to monitor trends in these gaps.22

1.4. Building Rwanda’s human capital base
Rwanda’s basic education system is entering 
a new phase of development requiring a clear 
progression of focus from recovery and expansion 
to gains in completion rates and learning 
outcomes. Accelerating this progression in attention 

would help Rwanda build the kind of workforce 
needed to attain the country’s ambition for socio-
economic transformation: rapid growth, good jobs, 
high incomes and shared prosperity. This shift has 
begun but it needs a boost from concentrated effort 
in several policy areas: (i) tackling the unfinished 
agenda of universalizing basic education with quality; 
(ii) ensuring effective management and support 
of teachers (iii) increasing financing of education 
and focusing spending and budget processes on 
improving quality and (iv) closing the institutional 
capacity gap.23 While listed as separate domains 
for analysis and programming, policy coherence in 
the four areas is critical for success. An important 
reason is that the challenges are often intertwined, 
and solutions have spillover impacts. Low learning 
levels, especially in early grades, for example, may 
partly explain why students drop out of school 
prematurely. Improving learning is thus desirable 
not only for its own sake but also for its potential 
impact on school retention, and efforts to do so 
should be monitored accordingly. Looking forward, 
basic education in Rwanda is now entering a new 
stage of maturity, one in which learning outcomes 
is becoming as central as it is inseparable from the 
goal of universalizing nine years of schooling for all 
children, which is mandated under the law.

22	 Data on learning gaps among Rwanda’s primary and lower secondary students are unavailable as of this writing.
23	 Bashir et al. 2018.

Figure 2.5: Transition rates between primary and lower secondary education by location and income group, Rwanda and other 
Sub-Saharan African countries

Source: based on latest available household survey data, as cited in Bashir et al. 2018.
Note: the numbers 1 to 4 on the left side of each panel denote the four country groups explained in Box 2.1 above; the numbers at the end of each bar, the transition rate 
between primary and lower secondary schooling, computed as the ratio of non-repeaters in the first grade I lower secondary education to non-repeaters in the last grade of 
primary education.
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The World Bank’s newly-launched Human Capital 
Project (HCP) provides a comparative perspective 
that reinforces Rwanda’s need to prioritize 
investment in basic schooling for learning.24  The 
Human Capital Index (HCI)—developed as part of 
the HCP—measures for 157 countries the amount of 
human capital that “a child born today can expect to 
attain by age 18 … [and thus] conveys the productivity 
of the next generation of workers compared to a 
benchmark of complete education and full health.” 
While Rwanda’s overall HCI in 2017 is lower than the 
average for Sub-Saharan Africa, it is broadly in line with 
expectations for a country at its income level (Figure 
2.6, panel a). Detailed information on the underlying 
components show, however, that the education-related 
indicators—especially expected years of school and 
learning-adjusted years of school—situate the country 
among the bottom 25 percent of countries globally 
(Figure 2.6, panel b). Children in Rwanda can expect to 
complete 6.5 years of pre-primary and basic education 
by age 18. However, when adjusted for learning, this 

translates to only about 3.8 years, implying a learning 
gap of 2.7 years.

Noteworthy is that the HCI also highlights the 
high prevalence of stunting, a problem with well-
known adverse consequences on the cognitive 
development of young children and their 
subsequent progress at school.25  About 38 percent 
of Rwandan children under the age of fi ve are stunted; 
the share rises to 50 percent among children in the 
poorest households and is surprisingly high at 25 
percent among children from the top two wealthiest 
quintiles—a signal of its pervasiveness (World Bank 
2018b). Causes include inadequate quantity and 
quality of food, frequent illnesses, poor maternal 
and child care practices, substandard access to 
health services and weather shocks that reduce 
the reliability of access to food. The government 
of Rwanda is taking major steps to turn the tide 
on stunting, by prioritizing food security, nutrition 
and early childhood development as foundational 

Figure 2.6: Rwanda’s human capital index and underlying components in comparative perspective, 2017 

Source: World Bank 2018a, accessed 10/16/2018 at http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/hci/HCI_2pager_RWA.pdf
a. Large circles denote Rwanda, small ones, other countries; thick vertical lines and color of circles denote quartiles of the distribution.
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24 Launched in October 2018, the World Bank’s HCP seeks to raise awareness and increase demand for interventions to build human capital, with the 
aim of accelerating better and more investments in people. The Project has three elements (i) the Human Capital Index, (ii) a program to strengthen 
research and measurement on human capital; and (iii) support to countries that wished to speed up progress in raising human capital outcomes. 
For information on the HCP see www.worldbank.org/humancapitalproject.

25 The previous Rwanda Economic Update documented the problem of stunting in detail. It laid the basis for the World Bank fi nanced Rwanda 
Stunting Prevention and Reduction Project which was approved in early 2018 (details on the project may be found at: http://projects.worldbank.
org/P164845?lang=en). The project is part of a multi-sectoral stunting reduction program, involving three projects totaling $184 million (in nutrition, 
social protection, and agriculture) supported under a partnership between the Government of Rwanda and the World Bank, the Power of Nutrition, 
the Global Financing Facility and the Global Agriculture and Food Security Program.
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issues in the National Strategy for Transformation 
and Prosperity (2017-2024). It has set a bold target 
for all districts to reach a 19% stunting rate by 2024, 
in line with the country’s 2018-2024 Health Strategic 
Plan. A National Early Childhood Development 
Coordination Program was recently established 
under the leadership of the Prime Minister to ensure 
high-level coordination.

2.	 Achieving schooling for learning in 
Rwanda

Universalizing basic education with quality 
presents an enormous agenda for investment 

and policy reform. Priorities must, therefore, be 
established. These can be distilled by taking account 
of lessons from cross-country experience in SSA, 
and putting Rwanda’s situation in comparative 
perspective, as was done in Facing Forward.26 In the 
country’s specific context, the following priorities 
warrant consideration:

•	 Intensify efforts to improve early grade 
progression and foundational literacy and 
numeracy among 1st to 4th graders, complemented 
by investments to reduce stunting and support 
for early childhood development.

•	 Remove key impediments to learning and school 
continuation in basic education, by delaying to 
grade five, or even to grade six, the transition to 
English as the language of instruction, and by 
reducing the cost of schooling and the quality of 
education services.

•	 Strengthen the professionalism of teachers, 
instructional leaders and managers at all levels by 
enhancing teacher competence through training, 
ongoing support, and better-aligned incentives 
for teachers and their managers.

•	 Increase public spending on basic education 
and strengthen implementation capacity, by 
mobilizing and deploying the resources required 
to expand coverage with quality, and deepening 
MINEDUC’s technical and operational capabilities 
in key areas.

2.1	 Improving early grade progression and 
foundational literacy and numeracy

Rwanda needs to ensure that 90-95 percent of 
its children attend school regularly and progress 
from grade one to grade four without repeating 
and that completers of grade two acquire oral 
fluency in Kinyarwanda, and completers of grade 
four, the ability to read with comprehension. 
Swollen enrollments in grade one relative to those 
in subsequent grades characterize Rwanda’s basic 
education system, a feature it shares with other 
SSA countries. This “early-grade bulge” stems from 
the presence of overage and underage children in 
grade one, inconsistent school attendance, frequent 
repetition, and high dropout rates between grades 
one and two. However, the persistence of the bulge 
over decades—in Rwanda as in some other SSA 
countries—reflect an underlying dynamic of children 
stumbling in the early grades, attending school 
irregularly, repeating grades more frequently than 
official data suggest, and eventually leaving school 
with few cognitive skills.

That too many of Rwanda’s youngest school 
goers are failing to progress in the early grades, 
essentially stuck in their first years at school, 
is confirmed by three indicators of early grade 
enrollment. The first of these indicators—the gross 
enrollment rate (GER)—has remain elevated for the 
past two decades (Figure 2.7, panel a; also shown 
are the data for Peru, a country that faced a similar 
bulge problem as Rwanda, and whose indicator have 
improved significantly between 1990 and 2000). 
Rwanda’s GER of around 200 percent, compared with 
a median GER of 150 percent for SSA, signals a 100 
percent over enrollment. The second indicator, the 
gross intake rate (GIR)—has remained at nearly 200 
percent as well in the five years since 2005 (Figure 
2.7, panel b), with recent declines to 120 percent 
in 2017 (Govt. of Rwanda 2017). High GIRs (which 
theoretically counts only new entrants in numerator) 

26	 The study highlights four priority areas for addressing the learning crisis in the region: (i) completing the unfinished agenda of universalizing basic 
education with quality; (ii) ensuring effective management and support of teachers; (iii) increasing financing of education and focusing spending 
and budget processes on improving quality; and (iv) closing institutional capacity gaps.
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refl ect large shares of over- and under-aged children 
entering grade one; persistently high GIRs suggest 
that many of the presumed new entrants to grade 
one may, in fact, include re-enrollees who are not 
counted as repeaters. The third indicator—the ratio 

between grade two and grade one enrollments—has 
been stagnating in the 60-70 percent range between 
1998 and 2010 (Figure 2.7, panel c), implying that a 
signifi cant share of fi rst graders fail to progress to 
grade two each year, but are instead exiting and re-
entering grade one the following year.

Rwanda has a highly unfavorable pattern of 
progression in grade one. Although the repetition rate 
is a more direct measure of the problem, determining 
it accurately (i.e., accounting for hidden repetition as 
well the open sort) requires combined household 
and school surveys that are rarely available. The Early 
Grade Bulge Index is an indirect measure, which 
needs only readily-available data on four indicators: 
the three presented above (i.e., the grade one GER 
and GIR, and the ratio of grade two to grade one 
enrollments) and coverage in pre-primary education. 
Such data are available for 103 low- and middle-
income countries, a third of them in SSA. A high 
negative value in the index (below -2) can be taken 
as a sign of slow progress in early grades. Rwanda’s 
Bulge Index, at -5.5, is the lowest among the 103 
countries (Figure 2.8), refl ecting a signifi cant lack of 
progression in children’s schooling beyond grade one.

Rwanda’s excessive bulge index refl ects high 
shares of underage children in grade one and 
exceptionally large classes, a situation with serious 
consequences for learning.27 The problem stems in 
part from limited provision of pre-primary schooling: 
the corresponding gross enrollment rate for Rwanda 
in 2010 (the latest year for which comparative data 
are available) was 14 percent, compared with up 
to 30 percent among other countries with highly 
ineffi  cient early grade progression. Recent data 
suggest the share has risen to 20 percent, which 
remains modest. As more children of preschool 
age enroll, they are put in grade one classes, as the 
dramatic rise in the share of underage children in 
this grade suggests (Figure 2.9, panel a). The trend 

Figure 2.7: Early grade enrollment indicators, Rwanda and 
Peru, 1990-2010

Source: Bashir et al. 2018.
a. Defined as total enrolment in grade one, including repeaters, compared with the 

population of the official age of entry to the grade.
b. Defined as the total number of new entrants to grade one, regardless of age, as a 

percentage of the population of the official age of entry to the grade.
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27  Crouch and Merseth 2017.



Rwanda Economic Update  •  Edition No. 1328

Schooling for Learning: Strengthening Resilience of Education in Rwanda

is likely to be sustained in a context of high fertility 
rates—averaging slightly above four live births per 
woman at present—and scarcity of affordable pre-
primary education and childcare options. In this 
setting, primary schools are effectively forced to 
absorb large numbers of underage children, creating 
conditions of serious overcrowding. Although class 
size is not the only condition for improving learning, 
a class size exceeding 50 makes it virtually impossible 
to learn in the early grades.28 The implicit absorption 
of preschoolers into grade one also ignores the fact 
that most primary school teachers in Rwanda are not 
equipped to provide developmentally appropriate 
instruction to underage children among their 
charges. The combined impact shows up in frequent 
repetition among both under-aged on on-time 
children in grade one: 50 and 39 percent, respectively 
(Figure 2.9, panel b). Predictably, learning outcomes 
are compromised, as the available data on test scores 
reported earlier, albeit scanty, suggest.

How Rwanda can do better
•	 Expand access to early childhood development 

and preschool services. Such services, including 
nutrition to reduce the pervasive stunting 

among Rwanda’s youngest children, is critical 
for promoting children’s readiness to learn 
when they start grade 1. International research 
suggests that holistic interventions can support 
children to reach their full developmental 
potential (Engle et al., 2007; Maalouf-Manasseh et 
al., 2015).29 Global experience shows that home-
based rather than center-based approaches can 
be more effective in providing early stimulation 
and improving parenting skills. Rwanda has 
many home-based ECD programs that are now 
being scaled up with support under World Bank-
financed operations as part of broader efforts 
by the country’s development partners (World 
Bank 2018b; Appendix 1).

•	 Tighten school- and district-level management 
of the early grade “bulge” by clarifying 
expectations on age-grade norms and 
monitoring key indicators closely for each 
school and district. The highly specific focus 
has been used with success by Peru and South 
Africa to bring their early grade bulge problem 
under control within a decade or so. South 
Africa’s experience is well-documented and 
provides key insights, particularly regarding 

Figure 2.8: Early grade “Bulge Index” rankings for 103 low- and middle-income countries

Source: Bashir et al 2018.
Note: the index is computed from principal components analysis of data for 2010 for four indicators: grade one GER and GIR, ratio of grade two to grade one enrollments, 
and the pre-primary coverage.
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28	 Data on class sizes are unavailable for Rwanda as of this writing. Stefano et al. (2012) report, based on their small sample of 17 schools, class sizes in 
the range of 13 to 64 students, with 80 percent of the sample classes having between 30 and 50 students.

29	 Holistic early childhood development promotes mental and physical growth in diverse settings (e.g., homes, schools, and the community) through 
a wide range of activities, including childcare, nutrition for pregnant mothers and young children, and parenting education.
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policy implementation. Following its example, 
Rwanda might consider the following actions: 
(a) communicate clearly to each school explicit 
expectations on age-grade norms and require 
school managers to monitor and report student 
progression in early grades; (b) monitor annually 
at the national and local levels, the three 
indicators that show inefficient progression in 
early grades (gross enrolment ratio in grade 1; 
gross intake ratio in grade 1; and ratio of grade 
two to grade one enrollments). In addition, 
South Africa’s success also stems from its efforts 
to cap class size in grades 1 and 2 at no more 
than 50 students to create minimally conducive 
conditions for teaching and learning. Given 

Rwanda’s high fertility rate, averaging just above 
4 live births per woman at present, achieving 
the target for class size would require hiring 
more teachers or assistants, and possibly also 
substantial investments in additional classrooms. 
Identifying low-cost construction models will, 
therefore, require close attention.

•	 Expand affordable, proven early grade 
instructional models so that all children are 
orally fluent in Kinyarwanda by end of grade 
two and reading with comprehension by end 
of grade 4.30 Examples of good instructional 
training programs are now available across 
Sub-Saharan Africa, often initiated by non-
governmental organizations, including Literacy 

Figure 2.9: Grade one enrollments by age and repetition rates, Rwanda and other Sub-Saharan African countries, 1990s and 
latest available year
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30	 According to Abadzi (2008) fluency requires learners to read at 45-60 words per minute by the end of 2nd grade fluent. While the speed will probably 
differ in Kinyarwanda, it is unlikely to be significantly slower.
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Boost in Rwanda (Friedlandher et al. 2016) 
and also in other SSA countries;31 and Tusome 
(“Let’s Read”) in Kenya.32 Building on its own 
experience and in view of the urgency of 
the challenge, Rwanda could consider the 
following practical strategies: (a) introducing 
an accelerated reading program in grade one, 
with pupil-workbooks, to teach the alphabet 
and phonemic awareness in 100 days; (b) 
providing a package of graded supplementary 
reading materials in Kinyarwanda to every class 
to practice reading; (c) changing instructional 
practice in early grades to encourage students 
to practice reading and numerical skills; and (d) 
providing teachers of students in early grades 
explicit training, along with simple teacher 
guides and on-going coaching and support.

2.2	 Remove key impediments to learning and 
school continuation in basic education

Two key impediments are particularly relevant in 
Rwanda: the language of instruction and the costs 
and quality of schooling services.

2.2.1.	 Manage implementation of the language of 
instruction policy in a pragmatic fashion

Rwanda’s current language of instruction policy 
stipulates the use of Kinyarwanda in grades one 
to three, then English from grade four onward. 
Since independence in 1962, Kinyarwanda has been 
the language of instruction (LOI) in the first three 
grades of schooling. There have been significant 
policy shifts, however, regarding the LOI from grade 
four onward (Samuelson and Freedman 2010; World 
Bank, 2011). Until 1978, it was French; and during 
the country’s “Rwandazation” period (1978 to 1991), 
French was replaced by Kinyarwanda for instruction 
through grade 8. In 1991, in response to nationwide 
examination results indicating poor overall French 

language ability, French was reinstated as the LOI. 
Following the genocide, a new policy allowing 
schools to use either French or English for instruction 
was in effect during 1996 to 2008. A new policy in 
2008 made English the LOI from grade 4 through 
university. French, an official language of the country, 
is taught as a subject through university (Nzabalirwa, 
2014; UNICEF 2016.33 

Most Rwandan children have not yet mastered 
reading in Kinyarwanda by grade four and could 
benefit from a delayed switch to English as 
the language of instruction to improve overall 
learning outcomes. There is agreement among 
education experts that children to learn to read 
more efficiently when they do so in a familiar 
language (Nation 2006). Beyond acquiring basic 
literacy and numeracy skills, children also need 
to gain sufficient mastery of their own language 
to study more complex topics, including another 
language—a process that typically requires six 
years of schooling (Ouane and Glanz 2011; Trudell 
2016). In the early grades, therefore, the goal is 
to get all children to the point where they can 
“read to learn.” That they can more easily get there 
when taught in a familiar language, usually their 
mother tongue or the local vernacular (referred 
to here as the home language), is demonstrated 
in data from 49 countries that participated in the 
2011 Progress in International Reading Literacy 
Study (PIRLS) (Mullis et al. 2012). Data from SSA 
countries conform to this pattern (Figure 2.10). 
Children taught in the home language score 
significantly higher—in grade two, based on data 
for 10 Francophone countries, by an average of 
0.63 standard deviations in mathematics, and 0.72 
in reading; and in grade 6, based on data for 25 
countries across the continent, they score higher 
by an average of 0.38 and 0.48 standard deviations, 

31	 The program is active in 30 countries around the world; for more information see: https://www.savethechildren.org/us/what-we-do/global-
programs/education/literacy-boost

32	  For more information see https://www.usaid.gov/documents/1860/tusome-early-grade-reading-activity. 
33	 UNICEF 2016.
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respectively, in the two subjects.34 The impact of 
language persists to lower secondary education, as 
data for Botswana and South Africa, the only two 
SSA countries that participated in TIMSS 2015, show. 
Students who never use the language of the test at 
home score lower—significantly so in South Africa—a 
pattern consistent with international experience.

Most Rwandan teachers in the upper primary 
grades have only a rudimentary grasp of English 
themselves, complicating the switch to English 
as the language of instruction from grade four 
onward. According to a 2014 study only 43 percent 
of the teachers assessed had an “intermediate level” 
of competency in English.35 In practice, therefore, 
instruction in the upper grades in Rwandan schools 
continue to be offered in Kinyarwanda. This de 
facto situation could be better managed, however, 
to take account of the practical constraints on 
implementing the country’s LOI policy. Making 
English a subject for the first 4 or 5 years of a 
child’s schooling, rather than the LOI throughout 

the system from grade four onward, would help 
rationalize the deployment of English teachers, and 
enable more intentional and effective targeting of 
investments in teacher development to build up the 
cadre of teachers with the relevant competencies 
in English. More importantly, delaying the switch 
from Kinyarwanda would allow children to make 
better progress in their studies in all curriculum 
areas, including English as a subject.

How Rwanda can do better
•	 Implement the existing LOI policy in a 

pragmatic manner, taking into account 
teachers’ current language proficiency and 
creating a systematic plan to address the 
gaps. Such a plan would: assess teachers’ and 
students’ grasp of English in grade 4 against 
the relevant competency benchmarks; map out 
the distribution of teachers according to their 
language proficiency; target training and existing 
teaching materials accordingly; and continue to 
invest in curricula development and continuous 

34	 The reduction in the impact of home language instruction in the higher grade is a pattern observed in other countries as well and may reflect higher 
rates of dropping out among underperforming students.

35	 Clist et al. 2015 cited in World Bank 2019.

Figure 2.10: Language of instruction in basic education and test scores in Sub-Saharan Africa
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assessments to improve the design of the 
program. Extending the period of transition to 
English could be considered for schools lacking 
conditions for immediate implementation. Such 
schools could be supported through targeted 
support (e.g., provision of remedial teaching 
for children with appropriately sequenced 
textbooks and materials). As important as the 
plan’s technical soundness is public support 
for it, notably support from parents, teachers, 
and others. Consultation and buy-in from 
key stakeholders, along with evidence from 
what is going on in classrooms, is essential 
to guide resource deployment, and sustain 
implementation for results. 

•	 Scale up cost-effective models of English 
language training for teachers, including 
development of instructional materials. 
Rwanda can draw on its own experience as 
well as those of other countries with successful 
results in implementing LOI policies. The 
Rwanda Education Board (REB) has been 
leading efforts, in collaboration with partners, 
to implement the country’s LOI policy. Examples 
include: (a) the five-year Literacy, Language 
and Learning Initiative (L3) launched in 2011 
with funding from USAID and technical support 
from the Education Development Center to 
develop instructional materials in Kinyarwanda 
and English and to improve teacher capacity; 
(b) the Literacy Boost program, supported 
by Save the Children and World Vision, with 
a focus teacher training and support, and 
community engagement (Friedlandher et al. 
2016); and (c) the School-based Mentoring 
Program introduced in 2012 with support from 
the British Council to support teachers’ use of 
English for instruction in in the classroom.36 All 
these programs can be distilled for ideas on 
scaling up across all schools. The experience of 

countries such as Ethiopia and Tanzania could 
also be tapped to guide Rwanda’s efforts in the 
coming years.37 

2.2.2.	 Removing barriers to higher rates of transition 
between grade 6 and grade 7

Supply- and demand-side factors work in 
combination to increase dropout rates between 
grades 6 and 7 in Rwanda and widen urban-rural 
and rich-poor gaps in participation rates in basic 
education. Supply-side factors include lack of nearby 
schools and poor-quality schooling; and demand-
side ones, high out-of-pocket expenses and children’s 
forgone labor at home, on the farm or in the family 
business. Recent household surveys in sub-Saharan 
African countries, including Rwanda, offer pertinent 
insights. Nearly 60 percent of Rwanda’s lower 
secondary students in rural areas live more than 3 
kilometers (or more than a half hour’s walk) from the 
nearest secondary school—among the highest level 
among SSA countries (Figure 2.11, panel a). Although 
distance is rarely cited as a reason for dropping out 
(panel b), parents who send their children longer 
distances for school are likely reckon travel time 
among the costs of schooling. Costs of all kinds are 
in fact the single most often-cited reason—by 40 
percent of Rwandan parents for boys, and 36 percent 
for girls. Quality issues add 26 and 23 percentage 
points, respectively, making these two factors the 
most prominent reasons given for dropping out.

A further bottleneck to lower secondary education 
is the examination at the end of the primary cycle. In 
Rwanda, as in many SSA countries, this examination 
is considered “high stakes” because it regulates 
the access or placement of students into the next 
education level. Countries that have consolidated 
primary and lower secondary into a single “basic 
education” cycle of about nine years of schooling 
have typically eliminated examinations at the end 

36	 For more details, see https://www.britishcouncil.org/partner/track-record/rwanda-english-action-programme
37	 See Appendix 2 for highlights of Ethiopia’s experience with local language instruction.
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of the primary cycle (Bashir et al. 2018). Removal 
of this structural impediment addresses several 
possible problems, including the misallocation of 
instructional time devoted to “teaching to the test;” 
erosion of the credibility of the examination system 
because of cheating and other malpractices; and 
manipulation of the process (e.g., schools limiting 
examination takers only to students who are likely to 
perform well) in ways that undermine equity goals 
in education. Botswana’s experience illustrates the 
benefits of eliminating the end-of-cycle high-stakes 
examination: following abolition of its Primary School 
Leaving Examination in 1987, the effective transition 
rate from primary to lower secondary education 
jumped from 57 percent in that year, to nearly 90 

percent by 1990. Mauritius, another Group 1 country, 
has also abolished its Certificate of Primary Education 
examination, starting in 2017, as part of its Nine Year 
Continuous Basic Education reform.

How Rwanda can do better
•	 Reduce the costs of schooling and improve 

the benefits perceived by students and their 
families. Options for raising transition rates from 
grade 6 to grade 7 and encouraging perseverance 
to grade 9, the end of basic education, include: 
(a) locating lower secondary schools closer to 
rural habitations, by reworking, if necessary, 
the school map for new schools or classrooms; 
(b) targeting conditional cash transfers to poor 

Figure 2.11: Distance, cost, quality and other impediments to lower secondary schooling in Rwanda and other Sub-Saharan 
African countries, by country group, early to mid-2000s
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households, especially in rural areas, to offset the 
direct and indirect costs of school attendance; 
(c) improving the conditions for teaching and 
learning in schools, especially those serving 
underprivileged populations, including separate 
toilets for girls, electricity supply, competent 
teachers, and learning resources; and (d) targeting 
the parents of at-risk children for communication 
campaigns about the benefits of schooling and 
addressing their concerns.

•	 Use technology to enable the cost-effective 
teaching of lower secondary mathematics 
and science. Like most Sub-Saharan African 
countries, Rwanda needs to prepare for a 
massive expansion of enrollments in lower 
secondary education, as more children 
complete primary schooling and continue to 
the next level. Traditional models of secondary 
schooling, with standard laboratory-based 
science instruction and a curriculum requiring 
intensive use of specialized teachers, may 
prove unaffordable to scale up; instead more 
cost-effective alternatives will be needed to 
accommodate the projected expansion of 
enrollments, including adding lower secondary 
grades to existing primary schools. Rwanda 
could build on its sunk investment in laptops 
for schools and systematically explore ways 
to leverage this technology to reduce service 
delivery costs while improving instructional 
quality. It could take advantage of, for example, 
open source online curricula materials, 
technology-aided methods to fill gaps in 
teacher knowledge, and big data approaches to 
embed formative assessment in teaching and 
learning in the classroom. Experimentation, with 
monitoring and evaluation, could help identify 
options suited for conditions in Rwanda.

•	 Abolish the grade 6 national examination 
to improve the transition rates between the 
primary and secondary cycles. In eliminating 
the examination Rwanda would be following 

the example of countries like Botswana and 
Mauritius—both Group 1 countries—where 
the measure was adopted as part of the effort 
to universalize basic education. As Rwanda 
makes progress with improving continuation 
rates in the primary cycle and student learning, 
abolishing the grade 6 examination could 
also be considered to let more primary school 
leavers continue with their schooling for three 
more years.

2.3	 Strengthening the professionalism of teachers, 
instructional leaders and their managers

Teachers are the main channels for service 
delivery; their professional competence is 
therefore paramount for achieving Rwanda’s 
aspirations for basic education. Setting appropriate 
recruitment standards matter for the quality of 
entrants to the workforce. The work performance 
of teachers depends not only on their training and 
professional development, but also on the material 
and technical support offered by instructional 
leaders and school managers, and on the incentives 
embedded in opportunities for career progression.

2.3.1. 	Enhancing teachers’ professional competence 
and their support they receive

Deficiencies in teachers’ knowledge of subject 
content and of pedagogy, and as well gaps in 
practical teaching skills are a concern. Direct 
evidence of deficient teacher skills is sparse for 
Rwanda, but ample research findings exist from 
other countries that provides useful insight. Analysis 
of SACMEQ surveys shows a strong positive link 
between teacher subject knowledge and student test 
scores (Bietenbeck, Piopiunik, and Wiederhold 2017; 
Hungi 2011; Altinok 2013). Westbrook et al. (2013), 
in an extensive review of findings from numerous 
low- and middle-income countries, including many 
in SSA, show that students learn more when taught 
by teachers with good teaching skills (e.g., ability to 
adapt teaching to students’ learning needs, use of 
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multiple strategies to engage students, including 
giving feedback, asking open-ended questions, 
and taking steps to create a conducive learning 
environment in their classroom). With regard to 
teachers’ level of professional competence, the 
available data paint a sobering picture, including in 
countries in the “Established” group whose education 
systems are more mature than those of countries in 
the “Emerged” group in which Rwanda belongs. In 
Kenya—the country with the best results on the World 
Bank’s Service Delivery Indicators (SDI) surveys—
grade four teachers averaged only 63 percent correct 
on the language test, 77 percent on the mathematics 
test, and just 35 percent on the pedagogy test. 
Classroom observations also show the prevalence 
of teachers relying on a limited repertoire of basic 
teaching practices.38 

Tackling deficiencies in teachers’ professional 
competence through “structured pedagogy” 
rather than in isolation is a promising way to 
boost student learning. Structured pedagogy is 
defined as a package of teacher training, ongoing 
teacher support, resources or materials for teachers, 
and classroom learning materials for students (Bashir 
et al. 2018). Rigorous evaluations in Kenya, Liberia, 
Mali, South Africa, and Uganda estimate that it 
boosts student learning outcomes by an average of 
0.28 standard deviations, far ahead of the next most 
effective intervention, extra learning time, which 
delivers an impact of just 0.18 standard deviation (in 
Ethiopia). Recent studies in more than a hundred-
multiple low-middle- and high-income settings 
highlight the effectiveness of certain types of teacher 
training. Such training if sustained over time instead 
of being offered sporadically through short-duration 
seminars on general topics; responds to teachers’ 
specific needs; focuses on concrete tasks; includes 
mentoring for novice teachers and encourages peer 
learning (Evans and Popova 2016; Popova, Evans and 
Arancibia 2016).

Accessible and ongoing coaching of teachers 
by their school heads and instructional leaders 
has also emerged as a promising alternative to 
traditional models for teachers’ professional 
development. Used with good results in developed 
countries, including China, Singapore and the US, 
systematic coaching is now also being tried in some 
SSA countries. In South Africa, it boosted student 
learning by more than double the size associated with 
more traditional teacher professional development 
(Cilliers and Taylor 2017). In Kenya, the government 
is repurposing existing school inspectors as coaches 
to teachers in schools (Gove, Poole and Pipe 2017). 
SACMEQ and PASEC countries implicitly recognize 
the role of school heads as coaches and instructional 
leaders by documenting how frequently they 
provide pedagogical advice to their teachers, or how 
frequently they meet with their teachers on quality 
issues (Bashir et al. 2018).

How Rwanda can do better
•	 For serving teachers, equip them all with 

clear, easy-to-understand, structured teacher 
guides and offer a menu of competency-based 
training options and pathways for career 
progression. It is important to link the teacher 
guides to student textbooks and other teaching 
materials, including formative assessment 
items. Offering a menu of training options 
recognizes that the teacher cadre is diverse in 
terms of teachers’ initial level of knowledge 
about their subject and related pedagogy. 
The menu helps improve the match between 
teachers’ professional development needs and 
the training they receive. It situates teachers 
along a career path they can follow in steps, 
with the potential of reaching levels of expertise 
sufficient to compete for expert positions in 
critical priority areas (e.g., early grade reading 
and mathematics, lower secondary mathematics, 
science and international languages). As such, 

38	 Evidence on secondary school teachers’ professional competence is rare. A small sample of Rwandan teachers—all with university degrees—took 
40-item tests in mathematics and the sciences in 2018 pitched at the level of high school tests in the US, as part of their participation in the World 
Bank’s Mathematics and Science for Sub-Saharan Africa (MS4SSA) initiative. Correct answers among them averaged about 70 percent.
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the menu of training options becomes part of 
the incentive system for teacher development. 
It could help shift the onus of professional 
development toward greater ownership by the 
teachers themselves.

•	 For low-performing serving teachers, provide 
pathways for improvement through training, 
mentoring and support, and allow for exits for 
those failing to reach minimum professional 
standards. At present, very little information 
exists in Rwanda on how widespread the problem 
of low teacher professional competence is, and 
what specific problems the teachers face in their 
work. Such data would help establish minimum 
levels of professional competency and allow 
scarce resources to target low-performing 
teachers who can actually benefit from an 
investment to develop and strengthen their 
professional competency, whether through 
training courses, mentoring or intensive support.

•	 For prospective teachers, offer pre-service 
teacher training aligned to the country’s new 
competency-based curricula and priorities for 
student learning. Pre-service teacher training 
is meant to equip new teachers for teaching 
jobs in Rwanda’s schools. Proper governance is 
needed to ensure that the programs are attuned 
to the school curricula, the textbooks, materials, 
assessment tools, and instructional methods 
that the trainee teachers will actually be using 
in their prospective teaching jobs. Proper 
governance arrangement is also needed to 
link training programs more closely with the 
induction of new teachers into their first job 
and to facilitate the use of digital resources on 
exemplary teaching practices to compensate 
for the limitations one-on-one coaching for new 
teachers. Investment in faculty development 
can improve the technical quality of teacher 
training programs and the use of teachers as 
guest faculty can help boost the programs’ 
practical relevance.

•	 For school directors and instructional leaders, 
strengthen incentives and offer specific 
training for them to fulfil their role as managers, 
mentors, and coaches of teachers under their 
care. Teachers become more effective by honing 
their teaching skills on-the-job with guidance 
from managers and instructional leaders who 
are accessible on-site, technically competent 
to offer the help needed and incentivized 
to do so. Rwanda might thus consider: (b) 
formalizing the roles and responsibilities for 
instructional leaders and new teacher mentors, 
including school heads, center- or district-
based staff (i.e., DEOs, SEOs and inspectors); (b) 
designing dedicated training for school heads 
and academic advisors (or coaches); (c) filling 
leadership positions competitively; and (d) 
recognizing and rewarding high-performing 
leaders and ensuring systematic sharing of 
their expertise (e.g., mandatory rotation before 
promotion; salary top-up to oversee a local 
network of schools, etc.).

2.3.2. Professionalizing teacher recruitment and 
fostering career development and progression

Many of Rwanda’s school teachers have modest 
educational qualifications, reflecting the impact 
of rapid expansion of teacher recruitment in the 
past. From 2000 and 2013, the number of teachers 
in Rwanda grew by 1.5 times in primary education, 
and 4.6 times in secondary education, the latter 
among the fastest rates in SSA (Bashir et al. 2018). 
The expansion helped staff schools with additional 
teachers to accommodate the large increases in 
student enrollments; its rapid pace, especially at 
the secondary level, might have adversely affected 
the quality of the teacher workforce. The latest 
available household and labor force survey data 
reveal that only a third of Rwanda’s primary school 
teachers in 2011/12 had at least a diploma-level 
qualification, compared with 100 percent in Tanzania 
and 88 percent in Uganda—countries in the same 
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“Emerged” group as Rwanda (Figure 2.12).39  Rwanda 
is, moreover, among the few in the sample of 16 
SSA countries with similar survey data where the 
tertiary-educated is a smaller share among primary 
school teachers than among clerical workers. At 
the secondary level, about 37 percent of Rwanda’s 
teachers have a university degree (a decline from 
2005, a previous survey year), compared with 64 
in Tanzania and 57 in Uganda. About 36 percent of 
Rwanda’s secondary teachers have only a secondary 
education themselves (Bashir et al. 2018).

In many SSA countries, an upper secondary 
education is the official minimum qualification 

threshold for primary teachers (Bashir et al. 2018). 
The 17-country Teacher Education and Development 
Study in Mathematics (TEDS-M), conducted in 2008, 
suggests that this threshold might indeed makes 
sense in light of concerns about teacher quality. 
The study tested future mathematics teachers—on 
content and pedagogical knowledge—at the end of 
their training programs (Tatto 2013). The test result 
for Botswana—the only SSA country in the study—
is revealing. The country’s trainee teachers had all 
completed at least upper secondary school, yet they 
were among the lowest-scoring group in the study, 
averaging about half a standard deviation below the 
centerpoint score. Bashir et al. 2018 show that their 

39	 Since the 2011/12 survey, two new household’s surveys were conducted in 2013/14 and 2016/17. Neither of the two surveys was available for 
analysis at the time of analysis for Bashir et al. (2018) and their results are therefore not reported here. However, because the focus here is on the 
stock of primary school teachers, the profile is likely to have changed relatively little since the 2011/12 survey.

Figure 2.12: Share of teachers and other educated workers with tertiary education in Rwanda and selected Sub-Saharan African 
countries, by group, early to mid-2010s

Source: Bashir et al. 2018
Note: The Figure shows results based on analysis of country household labor force survey for the year indicated in parentheses following the country name. See Box 2.1on the 
four country groupings.
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low score correlates with the low scores of Botswana’s 
students on the Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study (TIMSS). In an effort to boost the 
quality of the teacher workforce, countries such 
as Ethiopia and Ghana have established upper 
secondary education as the minimum qualification 
for primary school teachers.40 These countries have 
taken steps to allow serving teachers to meet the 
minimum standard through multi-year in-service 
upgrading programs.

The pay of primary school teachers in Rwanda is 
modest, reducing the profession’s attractiveness 
to better-qualified candidates. Cross-country data 
show that primary school teachers in Rwanda receive 
just two thirds the average salary of primary teachers 
in low-income African countries—much lower than 
the salaries of primary teachers in Tanzania, Uganda, 
and Burundi (Figure 2.13, panel a). By contrast, 
Rwanda’s secondary school teachers--in both lower 
and secondary levels—earn about 20 percent more 
than their peers in the region. Evidence from Rwanda’s 
household and labor force surveys show a consistent 
pattern of modest pay for primary school teachers: 
they earn just 42 percent that of clerical workers, the 
lowest rate across SSA countries (Figure 2.13, panel b). 

By contrast, the wages of Rwanda’s secondary school 
teachers are competitive with that of their peers in 
professional or technical jobs. Schools and teachers 
commonly report that pay is low and welcome their 
ability to access to other benefits, including low-
interest loans (Muyombano and Mbabazize 2016). 
The modest pay of Rwanda’s primary teachers does 
not seem to have increased absenteeism, a rampant 
problem in many other SSA countries. Yet it can reduce 
motivation, particularly when the prospects for 
career progression are limited, and affect the quality 
of new entrants into the profession. The large pay 
differential between primary and secondary teachers 
also makes it harder to attract good candidates to 
teach in primary schools. Finally, it is also useful to 
take note of the workload of Rwanda’s primary school 
teachers: they are assigned by subjects, not classes, 
and typically teach two shifts of students each day 
that school is in session.

How Rwanda can do better
•	 Raise minimum qualification standards for 

teacher recruitment in primary education. 
Focusing on primary school teachers is pertinent 
in Rwanda’s context in light of their particularly 
weak educational profile. Raising the minimum 

40	 See Bashir et al. 2018 (Box 4.5) on Ghana’s experience, and Appendix 3 on Ethiopia’ experience.

Figure 2.13: Teacher pay in Rwanda and in other Sub-Saharan African countries, early to mid-2010s
a. Annual teacher salaries by level of education, 2013 US $, 

purchasing power parity b 
b. Hourly wages of teachers as a percentage of those of 

other well-educated workers b
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to at least an upper secondary education is likely 
to give teaching a boost in status. But it is clearly 
insufficient by itself to boost learning outcomes; 
the broader issue is about standards for teacher 
content knowledge, skills, and dispositions. 
Thus, unless the content of upgrading programs 
addresses these issues, and are reinforced by 
subsequent professional support and incentives 
for continuous professional growth, simply raising 
the minimum qualification would only increase 
the wage bill and produce limited, if any, gains 
in teacher effectiveness and student learning. 
More work also needs to be done to identify cost-
effective options for the upgrading program.

•	 Agree on staffing norms and use them to 
rationalize teacher deployment. Staffing 
norms are the standard tool for minimizing 
the influence of political and other pressures 
that may weaken the link between student 
enrollments and the allocation of teachers. 
Including them in the toolkit for teacher 
management would help reduce the prevalence 
of overcrowding in some schools (which likely 
implies overworked teachers) while other 
schools have a surplus of teachers. The result is a 
more equitable and efficient distribution of the 
resources represented by the teacher wage bill in 
the budget. As Appendix 4 explains, significant 
scope for improvement, based on district-level 
data showing only a loose relationship between 
the number of students and staff allocations.

•	 Review the pay structure of teachers, allow 
for greater career progression, and invest in 
ongoing teacher professional development. 
A general increase in teacher salaries may seem 
logical in light of evidence on the modest pay 
of teachers, especially those in primary schools. 
Budget constraints are likely to make such 
an increase infeasible, but a general increase 

may also be inadvisable because of its likely 
weak influence on teacher performance and 
its tenuous link to student learning.41  A better 
approach is a pay structure that rewards 
teachers for their professional skills and impact 
on learning, one that enhances incentives for 
teachers to upgrade their content knowledge 
and pedagogical skills, and to give more 
attention to their students’ learning progress. 
When combined with investments in ongoing 
teacher training and support, the arrangement 
can help clarify career tracks for teachers, school 
heads and instructional leaders, and offer 
concrete benchmarks defined around student 
learning needs and outcomes to contextualize 
the incorporation of performance-based 
bonuses in teacher performance contracts 
(imihigos).

2.4	 Increasing public spending on basic education 
and strengthening implementation capacity

Universalizing basic education with quality will 
require more government spending, as well as 
smarter use of the resources to provide quality-
enhancing inputs. Strengthening MINEDUCs 
capabilities in core areas of education administration 
will matter for success in expanding schooling for 
learning under tight budget constraints. Key functions 
include planning, budgeting, and procurement; 
curriculum development; human resource 
management; data collection and applications; and 
use of learning outcomes as a tool for accountability 
throughout the system.

2.4.1.	 Mobilize and deploy resources to universalize 
basic education with quality

Rwanda has a well-rated system for public 
expenditure planning and budgeting and for 
budget execution. The 2016 Public Expenditure 

41	 During 2006-2015, the Indonesia government implemented a certification program that doubled the salaries of teachers who went through it. 
According to a rigorous evaluation, the pay increase significantly “improved teachers’ satisfaction with their income, reduced the incidence of 
teachers holding outside jobs, and reduced self-reported financial stress. Nevertheless, after two and three years, the increase in pay led to no 
improvement in student learning outcomes” (De Ree e al. 2018).
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and Financial Accountability (PEFA) ratings improved 
on Rwanda’s already favorable scores in 2010 (PEFA 
2017).42  In 2016, Rwanda scored A on the orderliness 
(budget calendar); B on participation (guidance 
on budget preparation) in the annual budget 
process; B on multi-year planning, budgeting and 
spending—a technically more complex process; 
and A on comprehensiveness and transparency of 
the budget. Rwanda’s education sector plans are 
seen a positive model for other countries in SSA. Its 
budget execution capacity is also well-rated: B or 
B+ on the predictability of the availability of funds 
for commitment of expenditure, the eff ectiveness 
of payroll controls, and the eff ectiveness of internal 
controls on non-salary expenditure.

This robust fi nancial management system has 
enabled Rwanda to improve some aspects of the 
material and learning conditions in schools. In 
2017, practically all primary and secondary schools 
have toilets, nearly 60 percent have tap water, and 
hydroelectric supply is available in more than 55 
percent of primary schools and in more than 70 
percent of secondary schools. The number of primary 
pupils per textbook ratio ranges from one to four for 
mathematics, Kinyarwanda and English, depending on 
grade; in the lower secondary grades, the ratio ranges 
from one to four, depending on subject. Computers 
are available in nearly 70 percent of the primary 
schools and 85 percent of secondary schools; the 
internet is accessible in 25 percent of primary schools, 
and in more than 40 percent of secondary schools; 
ICT is used for teaching and learning in 44 percent of 
primary schools, and 60 percent of secondary schools 
and science kits have been distributed to 37 percent of 
primary schools and 66 percent of secondary schools 
(Govt. of Rwanda 2017). Beyond the global averages, 
it would be important to document their distribution 
across schools and classrooms.

Yet, from a cross-country perspective, Rwanda 
underspends on education, especially on primary 
education. As Figure 2.14 illustrates, Rwanda is 
below the regression line that relates government 
spending on education as a share of GDP and 
per capita income. Moreover, public spending on 
primary education in Rwanda, at 30 percent of total 
spending on education in 2014, is also signifi cantly 
smaller than the regional average of nearly 50 
percent for SSA countries in Groups 2, 3 and 4 which, 
like Rwanda, have yet to establish full coverage of 
primary education. Correspondingly, spending per 
primary student in Rwanda is relatively modest: $103 
(in constant 2013 purchasing power parity dollars), 
compared with a regional average of $208 for SSA; 
and less than 20 percent the level of spending on 
secondary education in Rwanda. The modest level of 
per capita spending on primary education in Rwanda 
translates into relatively modest pay for teachers, as 
documented earlier; it also implies limited resources 
for quality-enhancing inputs, particularly professional 
development opportunities for teachers and the 
provision of ongoing teacher support.

42 The 2016 PEFA scores refl ect the ratings using the “Upgraded Framework” and were directly comparable on only 14 dimensions to the scores based 
on the 2011 framework. The score improved for three sub-components and remained unchanged for the remaining 11 dimensions (PEFA 2017).

Figure 2.14: Relation between public spending on education 
as a percentage of GDP and per capita income across 
countries, 2016

Source: Data from World Development Indicators 2017, accessed at https://
datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/world-development-indicators
Note: the red line is the linear regression relating the y-axis and x-axis variables. 
PPP=purchasing power parity.
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How Rwanda can do better
•	 Ensure a minimum package of teaching-

learning materials and facilities for all 
schools and classes, and budget accordingly. 
Vietnam is an example of a country that 
developed a set of school standards which 
was used for budgeting purposes (World 
Bank 2011a). These standards ensured that 
all schools were equitably treated and that 
schools in disadvantaged areas received 
compensatory funding. Defining the contents 
of this minimum package appropriate to 
Rwanda’s content is as essential as the task of 
coordinating the logistics of implementation, 
to ensure the arrival of integrated packages of 
materials (e.g., teacher guides and associated 
student workbooks, science kits, etc.) required 
by teachers to do their work effectively.

•	 Review and improve procurement and 
financial management at all levels. Better 
oversight of these budget-related processes 
would help ensure that all schools have the 
resources to provide minimally conducive 
teaching and learning environments to their 
students. Because poor quality services is 
a particularly important reason for student 
dropout in Rwanda, addressing the problem 
through closer attention to procurement and 
financial management, from the center to the 
school level, can have a high payoff in boosting 
school continuation and learning. Rwanda has 
made progress in improving schools in terms 
of basic facilities (e.g., water, toilets, etc.). More 
needs to be done to fill other gaps, particularly 
in the “softer” areas relating to teachers, viz., 
ongoing training, professional development 
and support from instructional leaders and 
mentors. Procurement of such inputs may 
require more coordination of effort across 
agencies (e.g., the Finance and Education 
ministries) as well as more specialized 
expertise for managing the contracts.

•	 Undertake long-term, policy-sensitive 
projections of school expansion to plan 
budgets and implementation strategy. Like 
most SSA countries striving to universalize basic 
education, this goal, Rwanda must prepare for 
a massive increase in lower secondary school 
enrollments—possibly a doubling of students 
over the next 15 years. The budget implications 
will depend on various parameters, including 
assumptions about delivery models, and the 
cost of material inputs, and teacher salaries 
and their workloads. Long-term projections of 
alternative scenarios provide a critical tool for 
strategic decision-making that links budget 
decisions to implementation follow through 
(see Mingat, Ledoux and Rakotomalala 2010 for 
an example of such projections).

2.4.2.	 Augmenting MINEDUC’s capacity in critical 
areas of education administration

Across countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, weak 
capacity in the Ministry of Education and its 
regional and district offices is often the single 
biggest constraint to improving the quality of 
education. Key technical skills are often very scarce 
or lacking in quality—such as those for curriculum 
and materials development, learning assessment, 
design of teacher training programs, and so on. 
Data are collected but often not used or publicized. 
Ministries of Education lack the capacity to develop 
legal frameworks and regulations; design human 
resource policies which address incentives and 
accountability issues; manage coordination among 
various institutions and engage in negotiations 
with different stakeholders. Yet all these capacities 
are required if the goal of quality basic education 
is to be met.

In SSA countries, including in Rwanda, efforts to 
develop the capacity of Ministries of Education 
tend to be haphazard, fragmented and dependent 
on donor-financed projects that focus on discrete 
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activities. The World Bank’s regional study Facing 
Forward identifies five key domains of particular 
vulnerability: (a) generation and use of data; (b) 
technical capacity in areas linked to improving 
quality at the system level; (c) coordination of 
institutions to align resources and inputs for 
successful classroom outcomes; (d) accountability 
and incentives encompassing central administration 
and service providers at the local level, especially at 
the school and teacher levels; and (e) negotiation and 
consensus building with stakeholders that affect the 
implementation of policy decisions.

Rwanda’s ministry of education, MINEDUC, has 
made considerable, albeit variable, gains in 
building capacity in the five domains highlighted 
in Facing Forward, the World Bank’s regional study. 
Regarding data generation and use, Rwanda has a 
functioning Education Management Information 
System (EMIS) that collects, consolidates and 
publishes basic data on students, teachers and schools 
in a timely manner.43 Data gaps remain, however, 
as the EMIS reports contain no data on education 
finance and student learning which are collected 
in separate stand-alone data systems. Regarding 
technical capacity, Rwanda’s institutions are less 
mature than those in Group 1 countries—Botswana, 
Mauritius and South Africa, and also those in Ghana 
and Kenya, which lag behind them. But it has set up the 
Rwanda Education Board (REB) with a clear mandate 
and responsibility for education quality. The REB 
has produced a competency-based curriculum now 
being implemented in schools, and it is increasingly 
involved in efforts to develop teaching materials for 
use in schools (e.g., in lower secondary mathematics 
and science). It tracks student learning through 
the Learning Assessment Learning Achievement in 
Rwandan Schools (LARS). As of this writing, the country 
does not participate in any regional or international 
assessments of student learning.

Regarding coordination across institutions to 
align resources and inputs, Rwanda shares this 
problem with countries with limited mastery to 
manage the inherently long chain of decision-
making in a labor-intensive sector as education. 
For example, although a continuum of options for 
teacher training could encompass both prospective 
and serving teachers, its design and implementation 
requires coordination between teacher training 
colleges and the University of Rwanda-College of 
Education—institutions responsible for pre-service 
teacher training—and REB, which is responsible for 
in-service teacher training on an ongoing basis—an 
expectation that may be difficult to sustain in the 
absence of specific attention by policymakers. 

Regarding accountability and incentives, teacher 
management is a particular source of difficulty 
arising. In Rwanda, the problems stem, in part, from 
overlaps in the mandates of MINEDUC and the Ministry 
of Local Government (MINALOC) (e.g., Honeyman 
2017). MINALOC decides on teacher appointments, 
deployment and evaluation, but REB sets standards 
for teacher performance and student learning 
outcomes. In the absence of agreed processes 
for coordination, reporting and accountability 
between the central and local actors, teachers 
receive unclear signals about their work and their 
focus on student learning weakens accordingly. 
Finally in the last area of capacity—on negotiations 
and consensus building—contentious issues in 
other SSA countries that require this competence 
include: engaging teacher unions to reach 
agreement on teacher pay, working conditions, 
and performance evaluation (e.g., Kenya); and 
with local authorities about staffing (e.g., Malawi), 
procurement and logistics management to ensure 
that schools receive the teachers and materials they 
require to function effectively.

43	 Statistical reports are available at MINEDUC’s website at: http://mineduc.gov.rw/resource/statistics/
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How Rwanda can do better
•	 Create and implement a medium-term 

program to boost MINEDUC’s core capabilities 
for policy and program implementation. 
Especially important at this stage of educational 
development in Rwanda are functions 
pertaining to planning and budgeting; financial 
and project management; data collection and 
data usage for monitoring and evaluation; and 
human resource management.44 A systematic 
program for capacity building—sustained over 
multiple years—would engage nationals in 
learning by doing to gain hands-on, authentic 
experience in policy design and implementation. 
Such experience enlarges the participants’ own 
capacity for problem-solving and contributes 
to building the ministry’s corporate capabilities. 
The Financial Sector Reform and Strengthening 
(FIRST) Initiative—funded by five bilateral 
donors, the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund--offers an instructive example.45 
An external evaluation in 2014 noted its 
positive impact on capacity building among 
the participating countries which includes 
Rwanda.46 Resources must be allocated for 
this type of capacity building effort, whether 
from donors or domestically financed; and 
the support must be provided for a sustained 
period of time. The medium-term program 
also provides a context for encouraging peer 
learning, knowledge exchange, and cooperation 
through communities of learning among policy-
makers and educators at multiple levels—
regional, national and local.

•	 Develop graduate-level programs at the 
University of Rwanda to train education 
specialists in key technical domains. Such 
programs would help build a pipeline of 
specialists with the relevant skills to advance the 
country’s learning agenda. Their potential scope 
is broad: curriculum development including 
language of instruction policy and new subjects 
(e.g., computer science); teacher training, 
professional development and support; textbook 
and learning materials development, production 
and distribution; learning assessment; school 
leadership and instructional support to teachers; 
school construction; and integration of ICT-
enabled instructional practices in the classroom. 
The programs will require careful scoping to 
ensure alignment with the country’s priorities 
for student learning, an appropriate governance 
for quality assurance, and adequate funding for 
program delivery.

•	 Participate in regional or international studies 
on student learning. Because Rwanda has 
not taken part in these studies, the country 
lacks an external benchmark for judging the 
quality of its human capital and its evolution 
over time. Rwanda could consider, for example, 
participating in the learning assessments 
conducted by the Southern and Eastern Africa 
Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality 
(SACMEQ), which covers 16 education systems in 
the region. Doing so has several benefits: reveal 
in an objective manner the competitiveness of 
Rwanda’s workforce vis-à-vis workers elsewhere; 
give policymakers and other stakeholders 
highly pertinent information for accountability 
purposes and increase the clarity of the country’s 
learning goals.

44	 Rwanda has a functioning Education Management Information System (EMIS) to support many of these functions. Efforts to strengthen it can focus 
on connecting it to other sources of pertinent data, particularly data on learning outcomes collected elsewhere (e.g., by the Rwanda Education 
Board or district-level offices); on collecting and publishing key indicators associated with Rwanda’s early grade “bulge” and tracking progress in 
tackling the problem at various levels of administration, including at the school level; and on publicizing the results of evaluations of efforts to 
universalize education with quality.

45	 Fredriksen (2016).
46	 DPMG 2014 noted, for example, that “executing agencies were able to … produce development strategies, draft new laws and regulations” and so 

on. Appendix 5 extracts details from the Rwanda-specific evaluation to highlight the specific ways in which the FIRST Initiative helped build the 
capacity of Rwanda’s financial sector.
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2.5	 Prioritizing reforms toward schooling for 
learning throughout basic education

Averting, and indeed overcoming, Rwanda’s 
looming crisis of learning in basic education 
requires a reform agenda that delivers quick 
“wins” while building the underlying institutional 
capabilities to sustain systemic progress. Quick 
wins provide concrete examples of tangible impact 
on the schooling and learning of Rwanda’s youth; they 
are vital for sparking enthusiasm and strengthening 
momentum for action by all stakeholders—
students, teachers, parents, community leaders, and 
government officials. The experience thus gained, 
when codified through intentional learning-by-doing 
at all levels of service delivery, including among 
leaders, can help deepen institutional capabilities 
and supply the practical know-how for steering and 
spreading successful implementation throughout 
the system.

The dynamism of the reform process precludes 
an iron-clad, pre-determined recipe of short-, 
medium- and long-term actions. Yet, pragmatic 
considerations (e.g., urgency of the problem and 
readiness for action), along with expectations about 
visible progress and their multiplier effects, can guide 

the choice of priorities among the actions discussed 
above. Table 2.1 summarizes the foregoing ideas for 
Rwanda’s reform agenda and proposes a possible 
prioritization of actions in the short- medium- and 
long-term, as a starting point for dialogue among 
key stakeholders. Some of the actions can be started 
immediately to take advantage of a maturation 
of ongoing dialogue and experience, or of readily 
available tools for implementation.47 Others require 
more preparatory work, intense dialogue, and cross-
ministerial commitments of resources, and agreed 
assignment of decision-making authority.48 They will, 
accordingly, take more time, not only to get started 
but also to traverse the full chain of activity linking 
actions to visible gains in student progression and 
learning. Conditions can be expected to evolve 
during implementation, making constant vigilance 
and flexible responses to emerging opportunities 
and possible setbacks integral to the process of policy 
reform. An annual stock-taking of progress, with 
reflections on the validity of underlying assumptions 
and possible need for adjustments in strategy and 
methods, must, therefore, be part of Rwanda’s 
national project to improve schooling for learning in 
basic education.

47	 For example, agreement exists on the need to improve learning in the early grades, and many models for early grade instruction are available, some 
of them already implemented with success in Rwanda, albeit on a limited scale. Rwanda also has a functioning Education Management Information 
System which can, with possible minor adjustments, provide the school-level data required for closer monitoring and management of the early 
grade bulge problem.

48	 For example, school-level data will need to be gathered on the availability of a minimum package of materials and the presence of conducive 
conditions (including teacher competency) to inform the design of implementation strategies for investments in school and classroom construction, 
in-service teacher training, and in application of norm-based teacher deployment. Regarding cross-ministerial action, key among these are those 
relating to teacher pay and incentives, which require close collaboration with the Ministry of Finance); and control of teacher employment, 
deployment and promotion or dismissal (which require close collaboration with the Ministry of Local Government). In addition, engagement with 
teachers and with parents is essential as the success of the government’s decisions depends on their sustained support and cooperation.
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Table 2.1: A possible prioritization of Rwanda’s reform agenda toward schooling for learning

Priority areas and related actions
Time-Frame

Short
1-2 years

Medium
3-5 years

Long
5+ years

A
A1

A2

A3

Improve early grade progression and foundational learning
Expand access to early childhood development

a. Intensify efforts to reduce stunting among pre-primary children
b. Expand public, community-based pre-school and school readiness programs

Tighten school- & district-level management of the early grade bulge
a. Use age-grade norms in grade 1, and monitor key indicators closely for each school
b. Cap class size at 50 or fewer in grades 1 and 2 by hiring more teachers/assistants

Expand affordable models of early grade instruction
a. Use accelerated reading program in grade 1, and provide reading materials to all 

classes
b. Change instructional practices by training early grade teachers and providing 

materials

X
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

B

B1

B2

Remove two key impediments to learning and school continuation in basic 
education
Manage implementation of Language of Instruction (LOI) policy in a pragmatic fashion

a. Assess English proficiency of grade 4 teachers and students against benchmarks, 
and develop a school map of teachers’ proficiency to target training and provision 
of materials

b. Identify and scale up cost-effective models of English language training for 
teachers, including the development of instructional materials 

Reduce cost of schooling and enhance the benefits perceived by students and their 
families

a. Offer lower secondary education closer to students’ homes
b. Use technology for cost-effective teaching of lower secondary mathematics and 

science 
c. Abolish the end-of-Grade 6 national examination

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

C
C1

C2

Strengthen professionalism of teachers, instructional leaders, and their managers 
Enhance teachers’ professional competence and the support they receive

a. For serving teachers: teacher guides, competency-based training and career 
pathways

b. For low-performing teachers: pathways for growth and exits for persistent laggards
c. For prospective teachers: better alignment of pre-service training with their future 

work
d. For school directors and instructional leaders: better incentives and customized 

training
Professionalize teacher recruitment and foster career development and progression

a. Raise minimum qualification standards for teacher recruitment in primary 
education

b. Agree workload and staffing norms to rationalize deployment, reduce double-shift 
teaching

c. Review pay structure of teachers, allow for career progression, invest in teacher 
training

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

D

D1

D2

Increase public spending on basic education and strengthen implementation 
capacity
Mobilize and deploy resources to universalize basic education with quality

a. Define and cost minimum package for all schools and budget for it
b. Review and improve procurement and financial management at all levels
c. Conduct policy-sensitive projections of school expansion to assess budgets and 

strategy
Augment MINEDUC capacity in critical areas of education administration

a. Strengthen core capabilities (e.g., planning, budgeting, procurement, data, HR, etc.)
b. Develop graduate-level programs at University of Rwanda in selected technical 

domains
c. Participate in regional or international studies on student learning

X
X
X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X
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3.	 Conclusion

Rwanda has come a long way over the past 
quarter century in educational development. 

It has made a clear transition from recovery in 
the aftermath of the genocide, to a new phase of 
institutional strengthening to achieve schooling for 
learning for all young children in the country. There 
remains much to be done, however. Far too many 
children currently drop out before completing nine 
years of basic education and they are learning too little 
at school; the combined impact of these problems 
is to compromise the quality of the country’s future 
workforce. According to the World Bank’s newly-
launched Human Capital Project, Rwanda’s Human 
Capital Index is particularly weak in the education-
related sub-components. The country is aware of the 
challenges and has responded with relatively sound 
overarching policies and plans. 

The key now is to increase attention to 
implementation. Rwanda can aim higher and 
deliver better results. In this regard, the World 
Bank’s regional study, Facing Forward, offers ideas 

for consideration, based on experience from sub-
Saharan Africa and elsewhere. Four broad priorities 
appear especially relevant for Rwanda. First, improve 
early grade progression and foundational literacy and 
numeracy; second, remove critical impediments to 
school progression and learning, key among them the 
transition to English as the language of instruction, 
and cost- and quality-related barriers to schooling; 
third, strengthen the professional competence of 
teachers, their managers and instructional leaders; 
and fourth, increase public spending on basic 
education and ensure wise use of the budget to 
deliver schooling for learning—by strengthening 
MINEDUC’s capacity in key areas of education 
administration, including accountability through 
benchmarking of student learning. The country can 
engage actively in tackling these challenges through 
learning-by-doing. Doing so will deepen its capacity 
to sustain the reform momentum, which would be 
essential to firmly establish the country’s human 
capital base for its socio-economic transformation in 
the coming years. Persevering toward this goal is as 
essential as it is promising.

Tackling Stunting: An Unfinished Agenda



Rwanda Economic Update  •  Edition No. 13 47

Appendix Table A1: International and regional learning assessments in Sub-Saharan Africa

Assessment a/ Grade b/ Countries Subjects Minimum 
Proficiency Examples of Minimum Proficiency 

PISA+ Age 15 Mauritius

Reading

Level 2 and 
above

Reading: can locate and recognize main idea in 
text, interpret and integrate parts of text.

Math Math: can solve problems using whole numbers. 

Science Science: can make literal interpretations of the 
results of scientific inquiry.

TIMSS 8 
Botswana, 

Ghana, South 
Africa

Math
Low 

International 
Benchmark 
and above

Math: has some knowledge of whole numbers 
and decimals.

Science
Science: has some basic knowledge of biology, 
chemistry, physics, and earth science. 
Interprets simple pictorial diagrams and applies 
basic knowledge to practical situations.

PASEC 2, 6 10 Franco-phone 
countries

Reading Level 3 Reading (grade 6): can combine, extract and 
locate implicit information.

Math Level 2 Math (grade 6): can answer brief arithmetic, 
measurement and geometry questions.

SACMEQ 6 16 education 
systems

Reading Level 4 Reading: can read text, and link and interpret 
disparate information in the text. 

Math Level 4
Math: can translate verbal or graphic information 
into simple arithmetic operations; can use 
multiple different arithmetic operations on whole 
numbers, fractions and/or decimals.

SDI 4 7 countries
Reading

--
Reading: can read a sentence aloud

Math Math: can solve a word problem

EGRA 2, 3 9 countries c/ Reading -- Oral reading: obtains any score above zero

Source: Bashir et al. 2018.
a/ The assessments in this column refer to Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA; the plus sign refers to 10 additional participating countries in 2009); 

Trends in Mathematics and Science Survey (TIMSS); Programme d’ Analyse des Systèmes Educatifs des Pays de la Confemen (PASEC); Southern African Consortium for the 
Measurement of Educational Quality (SACMEQ); Service Delivery Indicators (SDI); and Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA).

b/ For PISA+, the test-takers were 15-year-olds.
c/ Includes Rwanda where 4th and 6th graders took an EGRA test for assessing 2nd and 3rd graders’ reading proficiency.

APPENDIXES

Appendix Figure A1: Percentage of Grade 4 completers who can read a letter, word, sentence and paragraph, selected sub-
Saharan Countries, 2000s
(Percentage)

Source: Bashir et al. 2018.
Note: data are from the Service Delivery Indicators surveys conducted during the 2000s; see Box 2.1 in the text for explanations about the four country groupings.
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Appendix 1: Rwanda’s Home-Based Early Childhood Development Services

The World Bank is collaborating with other partners to support the Government of Rwanda’s effort to reduce 
stunting through a multisectoral program comprising the Stunting Prevention and Reduction Project and 
Strengthening Social Projection Project, both effective from 2018. Early childhood development (ECD) 
serves, among others, as an entry point, in line with the government’s new ECD policy. Both projects have 
components aiming at strengthening services provided through home / community-based ECD / childcare 
sites. The experience of several NGOs in Rwanda (i.e. Imbuto Foundation, CARE International) found that the 
home / community-based model is cost-effective, encourages parental involvement, and represents a good 
option for reaching children too young to attend ECD centers.

Home / community-based ECD sites supported under the projects are expected to serve as models in their 
communities with caregiving provided by parents, fostering ownership and building solidarity. Caregiving 
is envisaged to be provide by a lead caretaker selected by parents and one rotating assistant (possibly 
a beneficiary of the Expanded Public Works home / community-based model). Parents are expected to 
contribute to the functioning of the home/community-based ECD groups through in‐kind contributions (e.g., 
ingredients for nutritious meals to be provided to children daily). Home / community-based ECD groups will 
receive support from Community Health Workers and other community-based proximity service volunteers 
(agriculture, Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH), friends of the family), to disseminate messages most 
efficiently to groups of mothers. Implementation will be gradual to allow for learning and corrective action.

The project funds: training of caregivers; equipment and basic supplies; hand washing stations and latrines (as 
needed); and small grants. Each home/community-based ECD group is expected to comprise 10‐15 children, 
up to five years of age. The package of services includes early learning and stimulation, parenting/childcare 
education, hygiene and sanitation education, and complementary feeding and cooking demonstrations. 
Mothers with children under two years old represent a special target group, given the importance of reaching 
children in the 1,000‐day window. Parents of young children up to 24 months are expected to visit a home/
community-based ECD site in their neighborhood to discuss challenges and share practical solutions.
Source: World Bank (2018c)
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The Context: A Microcosm of Polyglot Sub-Saharan Africa
More than 90 languages are spoken by Ethiopia’s estimated 92 million people. However, as in many other Sub-
Saharan African countries, there are several large language groups, together with a large number of languages 
spoken by a relatively smaller number of people. 

Oromo and Amharic together are spoken by about 63 percent of the population. Somali and Tigrinya are spoken 
by about 5–6 percent of the population, with other language groups being spoken by about 1–2 percent of the 
population. The Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples (SNNP) Region is the most linguistically diverse 
state, with an estimated 56 languages and 31 used as languages of instruction. 

In one respect, however, Ethiopia differs from much of the region: Because it did not have a long history of 
colonialism, the use of English or other European languages is not as widespread among the population as in 
many other Sub-Saharan African countries (World Bank 2017).

Language-of-Instruction Policy and Key Results
With the advent of a new government in 1991, Ethiopia adopted one of the most comprehensive language-
of-instruction (LOI) policies in the region. The Education and Training Policy of 1994 called for the use of the 
mother tongue as the language of instruction in grades one through eight, as well as for primary teacher 
training to be in the relevant language. All students learn Amharic as a national language, although the policy 
does not indicate when the study of this language should begin. English is taught as a subject from grade one 
and is the LOI from grade nine onward. In practice, the states have the right to determine the grade in which 
English can be introduced as language of instruction, and some have introduced it in grade five or grade seven. 
Before the 1994 policy, all Ethiopian students were taught in Amharic. 

An analysis of Ethiopia’s national learning assessments in science, mathematics, and English at the end of 
grade eight in 2000 and 2004 found that children who were taught in the mother tongue for eight years of 
primary education consistently per¬formed better than those who were taught in the mother tongue for five 
years and in English in the upper-primary grades (Heugh et al. 2007).

In SNNP, children who had learned first in the mother tongue performed better on grade five mathematics and 
literacy tests in English. The study used data from the Young Lives project a and exploits two sets of differences 
in policy implementation: (a) children transfer to English language instruction in grades seven or nine in other 
states, and (b) a substantial number of children in SNNP are taught in a language that is not their mother 
tongue (Seida 2017).

Another study found that the introduction of the mother-tongue-based instruction policy in schools had 
a positive effect on primary school completion rates (Ramachandran 2012). The study used the Amharic 
language group as the control group (which faced no change after the 1994 policy) and compared it with the 
Oromo language group in four regions of the country where, after 1994, students could get primary schooling 
in their own language. Using data from the 2011 Demographic and Health Survey, the analysis showed that the 
change led to an increase of 0.75 to 1 year of schooling.

Language Policy Implementation 
Ethiopia’s “trilingual” policy (mother tongue, Amharic, and English) has been implemented nationally, albeit 
with variation across states, through the preparation and production of textbooks and learning materials 
in mother tongue, training of teachers in mother-tongue instruction, and examinations conducted in the 
language of instruction. By 2017, 51 languages had been adopted as LOI, compared with only Amharic 
before 1994. 

All donors have supported the policy. About 106 million textbooks in seven mother tongues for primary grades 
and an additional 37 million supplementary materials were printed in the past 10 years under the donor-
funded General Education Quality Improvement Program (Phases 1 and 2). For other languages, regions have 
printed their own textbooks. Because teachers are recruited by districts (woredas), native-language teachers 
are more easily trained and deployed according to specific language requirements. 

Appendix 2: Ethiopia’s Experience in Countrywide Teaching in Local Languages
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Ethiopia’s 1994 Education and Training Policy specified new qualifications for teachers. Teachers in Grades 
one to four (the lower primary or first cycle) were required to possess a certificate-level qualification (10 years 
of general schooling plus one year of teacher training); teachers in Grades five to eight (the upper primary or 
second cycle) were required to possess a college diploma (10 years of general school plus three years of teacher 
training). The new policy presented an enormous challenge of scale, as the majority of teachers—about 85 
percent in 1996—were certificate holders. Continuing concerns about the ability and skills of teachers led the 
government to adjust the policy in 2004/05. In that year, the Ministry of Education discontinued the 1-year 
certificate program and required new teachers for both cycles of primary education to be trained through the 
3-year diploma program.

The policy change in 2004/05 also targeted serving teachers, thus triggering a greatly expanded program 
of teacher upgrading to meet the new minimum standards of qualification. Serving teachers with only a 
certificate-level qualification could upgrade to diploma-level qualification through a 3-year in-service program. 
The program requires participants to learn through self-study modules; participate in two face-to-face tutorials 
annually, each lasting three days; and receive six weeks of residential training each summer for the three-year 
duration of the program.

The scale of the upgrading program was massive. In 2004/05, only 3% of the country’s 110,945 first-cycle 
teachers, and 55% of its 60,134 second-cycle teachers had a diploma or higher qualification. In 2016/17, the 
shares of such teachers have grown significantly: to 73% among the country’s 247,115 first-cycle teachers, and 
95% among its 193,206 second second-cycle teachers. Because salaries are linked to teachers’ educational 
qualification, the upgrading exercise has increased the government’s wage bill for teachers. In the decade 
from 2006/07 to 2016/17, spending on teacher wages rose more than nine times, driven mainly by a 7.6-fold 
increase in the number of teachers with at least a diploma-level qualification, and a nearly two-fold increase in 
the aggregate size of the teacher cadre.

The increase in teachers’ educational qualification has raised the status of teachers. More work has to be done 
to assess whether the modality of providing the upgrading program can be made more effective. Further, 
as other research shows, unless the content of the upgrading program addresses the question of changing 
teacher behavior in the classroom, and unless these changes are reinforced by continuous professional support 
as well as by greater monitoring and accountability, upgrading qualifications alone is unlikely to lead to gains 
in student learning.

Source: Govt. of Ethiopia (1994, 2010); World Bank (2008) and staff notes.

Appendix 3: Ethiopia’s Experience in Upgrading Primary School Teachers’ Qualification
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When teachers are allocated across schools with little regard to enrollments, it creates highly variable conditions 
for teaching and learning. The better-staff ed schools can operate with favorable pupil-teacher ratios and 
take advantage of material resources to provide conducive environments for teaching and learning, while 
the worst-off  schools typically struggle to do the same, often without success, in overcrowded classrooms. 
Analysis of school-level in Bashir et al. (2018) document the prevalence of inconsistent teacher allocation 
across schools in SSA countries.49 For Rwanda, recent school-level data are unavailable, but the district-level 
information provides some insight. These data suggest that while the number of teachers and other personnel 
in a district is correlated to the number of students in the district, the relationship is relatively loose in both 
primary and secondary education, as the corresponding regression R2 statistic suggests (Appendix Figure 
A2). Because of the aggregate nature of the data, the evidence is suggestive and needs to be confi rmed with 
more detailed analysis of school-level data. Tightening the consistency of teacher distribution would help 
ensure that all schools are adequately staff ed to reduce overcrowding in the classrooms. The budget execution 
process provides a useful tool for this purpose, but success will depend on agreed staffi  ng norms established 
through informed negotiations among key stakeholders and decision makers at the local level.

Appendix 4: Randomness in Staffi  ng of Schools across Regions in Rwanda

Appendix Figure A2: Number of Students and Staff in Primary and Secondary Education Across Districts, Rwanda, 2017
(a) Primary education (b) Secondary education
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Source: analysis of data for 2017 in Government of Rwanda (2017).
Note: the x-axis denotes the number of students; the y-axis, the number of staff. The data refer to all schools and all staff; the R2 statistic is share of staffing variation 
explained by variation in number of students enrolled in the district.

49 Bashir et al. 2018 use school-level data (typically from 2006-2015) to compare teacher allocation across countries. For each country for which such 
data exist, they estimate a linear regression relating the number of teachers to the number of students and use the regression R2 to denote the 
consistency of the relationship between the two variables; the complement, 1-R2, denotes the infl uence of factors other than a school’s enrollment 
on the number of teachers on staff . In Bashir e al. 2018 1-R2 is called the index of randomness. In primary education, the index ranges from less than 
0.20 (e.g., Lesotho, Mauritius, and Zimbabwe, all Group 1 countries), to as high as 0.80 (e.g. Benin and Zambia, both Group 3 countries). In secondary 
education, it ranges from less than 0.10 in Zimbabwe, to a high of about 0.50 in Mozambique and the Democratic Republic of Congo.



Rwanda Economic Update  •  Edition No. 1352

Appendix 5: Building Capacity in Rwanda’s Financial Sector

An evaluation of the Financial Sector Reform and Strengthening Initiative (FIRST) project in Rwanda, prepared 
by the University of Southern California’s Development Portfolio Management Group, contains the following 
assessment of the project’s impact on various aspects of capacity in the country’s financial sector:

“Over the past decade, the financial system in Rwanda has become stronger, more diversified, stable, and 
inclusive. Financial Sector Reform and Strengthening Initiative (FIRST) projects have contributed in a substantial 
way to that outcome. In Phase I and Phase II, FIRST financed 10 projects in Rwanda, two [Financial Sector 
Development Strategies] FSDSs and eight operational Technical Assistance (TA) grants. Total commitments 
amounted to just under $3 million. Two projects executed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) focused on 
bank regulation and supervision. Two of the other six projects dealt with insurance regulation and supervision, 
one focused on regulation of savings and credit cooperatives (SACCOs) and part of another project supported 
pension regulation and supervision. Other FIRST funds went to improve the payments systems, establish a credit 
bureau and implement recommendations made in the [Financial Sector Development Plan] (FSDP) I report …

“Though catalytic in form, the many grants to Rwanda functioned more like a programmatic grant. The 
concentration of effort in the field of regulation and supervision and with multiple grants covering a specific 
area turned the individual grants into a more coherent program, making the whole something more than the 
sum of the individual parts. The focus on financial regulation and supervision will continue with the Phase 
III programmatic grant. Specifically, the new grant will support strengthening of the legal and regulatory 
framework for banking and insurance, increase supervisory capacity for banking, insurance, pensions, 
microfinance, and SACCOs and develop a crisis preparedness and contingency planning framework. One 
element in the programmatic grant is designed to strengthen supervision capacity for SACCOs, building largely 
on what has been done earlier but shifting to risk-based supervision. This is an example of a programmatic 
approach undertaken by FIRST in response to recommendations made by prior evaluations ….

“Because the National Bank oversees most financial market supervision, the projects contributed substantially 
to the strengthening of that institution. Training of National Bank staff was an important component of several 
of the projects. However, the National Bank has had problems retaining trained staff. Much of the value of 
training may be lost if those people leave. Hence the policies and labor practices of the client may be central to 
a project’s longer-term success and should be considered as part of any training program. This raises a broader 
issue: training may not be enough to strengthen institutions if existing policies and practices undermine the 
institutions’ strength.”

Source: USCDPMG (2014).
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