
Background
Education and human resource 
development have an increasing role 
in sustaining a country’s economic 
growth and are essential for social 
development. It is basic education that 
forms the foundation of human resource 
development; therefore, it must be of 
acceptable quality, universally accessible, 
and sustainable.  There has been progress 
in improving access and the quality of 
education in more recent times. From 
1999 to 2008, UNESCO registered an 8% 
global increase in total enrollment, and 
girls’ participation improved in primary 
and secondary education. There was 
also a 36% decline in the number of 
children who are not in school. In 2007, 
about 93% of those who entered primary 
education were able to reach the last 
grade level (survival rate). This positive 
trend has also been observed in the Asia 
and Pacific region. Total enrollment and 
girls’ participation in Central and East 
Asia, and the Pacific attained levels higher 
than the world average in 2008. However, 
these improvements have masked the 
problem of inequitable access to and 
gender disparity in the provision of basic 
education, poor quality of schooling, and 
the inability of many children to complete 
basic education across regions and 
countries.  The UNESCO report indicated 
that, in 2008, there were still 68 million 
children worldwide who were not in 
school. Of these, 39% were in Asia and 
the Pacific. In 2007, South and West Asia 
registered a 34% dropout rate, which was 
above the 7% world average. Making 
the transition from primary to secondary 
education also poses a challenge to 

completing the foundation for further 
education.  In 2008, global figure on net 
enrollment rate for secondary education 
was way behind primary education 
registering at 60% and 88%, respectively.  
In the same year, out-of-school adolescents 
reached 74 million across nations, and 
more than half of these youths were in the 
Asia and Pacific region.

Despite the difficulties in attaining 
universal primary education and the 
problems with inequitable access 
to and completion of secondary 
education, lessons can be learned from 
successful Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) operations that are relevant for 
designing and implementing future 
education programs and projects. 
Current development trends in the 
delivery of education have become (i) 
more focused on students’ needs as 
opposed to teacher-centered learning 
in the development of curriculum, 
textbooks, and training materials; (ii) 
more holistic or sectoral in approach 
rather than relying on piecemeal efforts 
in designing programs and project; (iii) 
decentralized and participatory to foster 
greater ownership and sustainability as 

opposed to a centralized system that often 
lacks stakeholder participation; (iv) more 
engaged in the adoption of  sector-wide 
approach in ensuring adequate funding 
and harmonization of systems; (v) demand 
driven in adopting innovative solutions; 
and (vi) more focused on enhancing 
government and in-country ownership 
and commitment rather than being 
donor or externally driven. This synthesis 
draws lessons from various independent 
evaluations and self-evaluations (project/
program completion reports) of successful 
primary and secondary education 
programs and projects. 
 
The introduction of student-centered 
learning as a pedagogical approach has 
made considerable impact on training 
and curriculum development. The 
adoption of student-centered learning in 
Uzbekistan has initially drawn skepticism 
among teachers and trainers. However, 
this paradigm shift, as introduced 
through the Basic Education Textbook 
Development Project, has enabled the 
education ministry and its teaching 
work force to adjust to new thinking and 
practices associated with student-centered 
learning. Capacity building, through the 
development of appropriate training 
materials, trainings, and the establishment 
of a cascade system for delivering and 
expanding the catchment for trainings, has 
contributed to cumulative progress in the 
education sector reforms in the country.  
Similarly, with the Basic Education Project 
in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
(Lao PDR), considerable positive impact 
was experienced in both pre-service and 
in-service trainings with the introduction 
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of student-centered and competency-
based learning.  Enhanced capacity of 
faculty members through in-service 
training for trainers, teachers, and 
school principals, covering multigrade 
teaching, teaching of the Lao language, 
and life skills, as well as pre-service and 
in-service training for minority teachers, 
had effectively improved the learning 
environment for girls in primary schools in 
ethnic villages. 

Addressing sector issues through 
synergies of development 
interventions, support from 
stakeholders, and inclusive project 
design can help optimize distribution of 
program benefits. In the Education Sector 
Development Programs implemented 
in Mongolia and the Kyrgyz Republic, 
policy reforms, investment projects, 
and technical assistance had enhanced 
the education sector’s access, quality, 
performance, and sustainability, as well 
as improved the management capacity. 
The programs created strong policy 
foundations for sector-wide education 
development and contributed to the 
improvement in enrollment rates, quality 
of textbooks and school facilities, among 
other improvements.  In Tajikistan, a 
project designed to simultaneously 
strengthen three pillars of support (i.e., line 
ministry, school, and community) proved 
to be a good model for future education 
projects. The benefits from the project 
have been significant at the national 

and local levels. At the national level, it 
provided a platform to pursue prioritized 
education reform strategies and institute 
better management of resources. At the 
local level, improved quality of education 
was achieved through improvement of 
learning facilities, curriculum, textbooks, 
learning materials, as well as through 
better equipped teachers, principals, 
and school officials. The project inspired 
communities to participate in and take 
ownership of equipping and rehabilitating 
education facilities, as well as monitoring 
the quality and relevance of their children’s 
education. Similarly, the adoption of a 
holistic approach in Indonesia’s education 
development expanded the district 
and provincial public sector focus to 
include privately operated schools. The 
project design pioneered a systemic 
approach to junior secondary education 
development (with the inclusion of 
all schools in a particular province) to 
encourage greater efficiency in the use 
of resources (i.e., preventing duplication 
of facilities and services). Success was 
noted in the improvement of education 
services in underserved and remote areas, 
and among groups with traditionally low 
access. Among private schools, there were 
increased contributions to their financial 
resources from district budget allocations.

Decentralization of school 
management and participation 
of local communities in project 
implementation and operation can 

help enhance project sustainability. 
This observation has been evident 
in the sector programs and projects 
implemented in Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, Indonesia, and the Lao PDR. 
Notwithstanding the need for intensive 
training on civil works, the devolution of 
educational facility development under 
the Education Sector Development 
Program in Cambodia (i.e., the contracting 
of local communities to undertake school 
construction) has, in effect, empowered, 
raised awareness, and developed a strong 
sense of ownership among community 
members. Similarly, in Indonesia, one of 
the successful features of project designs 
was the partnership under a matching 
grant program to finance school facility 
improvement. This matching grant 
program has created strong motivation 
among local community residents 
and increased their commitment, 
participation, and responsibility 
in improving school facilities.  The 
involvement of community residents in 
the Lao PDR in the construction of school 
facilities, as well as in the administration 
of financial support for poorer families, 
contributed to the attainment of expected 
outcomes (i.e., increase in net enrollment 
and improvement in completion rates 
of girls in primary school) and increased 
the likelihood of sustainability of the 
country’s Basic Education Project. After 
project completion, these communities 
continued to assume responsibility for 
the maintenance of their local schools, 
deploying approaches that enabled 
children from poorer families to attend 
school (i.e., through in-kind support). The 
completion report described this level of 
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Elementary students from the Sainshand School in Mongolia benefited with the educational toys and other teaching aids that was 
provided by ADB.
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commitment as the strongest evidence 
of ensuring project sustainability.  
Experience in Bangladesh capitalized 
on public–private partnerships for 
community-based routine and periodic 
maintenance of the primary school 
infrastructure. The country’s Second 
Primary Education Sector Project included 
a study on developing community-based 
school maintenance program in three 
districts. Through public funds allocation 
combined with local community 
resources, the school management 
committees successfully completed 
the maintenance work in accordance 
with the implementation procedures 
of the maintenance program, thereby 
contributing to the increase in the 
number of well-maintained schools in the 
project areas. 

Sector-wide approach can result 
in coordinated and cost-efficient 
support to concerned governments, 
and help secure sustainable reforms 
in the education sector. The Second 
Primary Education Development 
Program in Bangladesh was the first 
project in the country that adopted a 
sector-wide approach (SWAp) modality. 
SWAp is a systematic approach allowing 
development partners to work together 
with a government by pooling resources 
to support the development of a sector 
or subsector in an integrated manner 
under the government’s common 
policy framework. The gains from the 
adoption of this modality in Bangladesh 
included stronger coordination among 
development partners during project 
implementation and monitoring, and 
enhanced government ownership and 
capacity to steer the program to improve 
the sector performance and sustain 
project benefits. The program increased 
access and gender balance, resulting 
in the attainment of close to universal 
coverage of primary education.  Another 
worthwhile experience was the adoption 
of SWAp in the education sector in 
Cambodia. It highlighted the value of 
long-term, comprehensive, and well-
integrated programs. It has successfully 
engaged relevant stakeholders and 
systematically linked sector policy, 
strategy, and resources, which secured 
sustainable reforms in the sector. 

Innovative approaches that respond to 
local needs have proved to be effective 
in contributing to the attainment of 
project outcomes. One of the challenges 
in the Lao PDR’s education system is a 
shortage of teaching faculty in remote 
and ethnic areas. By introducing an 
innovative approach for recruiting and 
training local ethnic teachers, the supply 
of teaching faculties in local schools 
could be augmented. For example, after 
project completion, more than 95% of 
ethnic teachers have remained teaching 
in their villages, and girls’ enrollment 
rates in the schools in ethnic districts 
have also improved. In addition, access 
to secondary education by those who 
completed primary education has also 
shown some progress. Consequently, 
the Lao PDR education ministry pursued 
a nationwide adoption of the approach 
with some modifications.  The Education 
Sector Development Program in Mongolia 
showed that sustainable reforms are 
best achieved by establishing and 
promoting successful models that could 
demonstrate the parameters of what 
can be achieved in a given condition. For 
instance, the renovation of consolidated 
schools under streamlined management 
(combined with salary increases and 
improved incentives for teachers, 
provision of better and more modern 
teaching equipment and textbooks, and 
in-service training) had raised the morale 
of teachers and students, and had also 
increased the interest and involvement of 
students’ parents. This experience created 
broader support to establish larger and 
consolidated urban schools that offer 
a full range of educational services for 
long-term educational development.  
Similarly, by adopting a demand-driven 
approach, the Secondary Education 
Development and Improvement Project 
in the Philippines was able to serve the 

local needs in the poorest provinces of 
the country. The project gave priority to 
schools that had not previously received 
assistance for improvement, and the 
project addressed inequities affecting 
secondary education in poor provinces. 
It encouraged secondary schools (with 
the involvement of local communities) 
to identify innovative and locally suitable 
initiatives to address constraints on 
quality teaching and learning through 
the development and implementation 
of school improvement plan. The project 
established school-based interventions to 
support students at risk of dropping out 
from secondary school. Overall, the project 
had contributed to reducing the disparity 
in performance between the national 
average and students in the project areas, 
on student competency, completion rates, 
and dropout rates. 

Strong government commitment is an 
essential factor in bringing about and 
sustaining change for better delivery 
of education services. This can be 
demonstrated in various undertakings, 
such as in laying the platform to pursue 
policy reforms, demonstrating strong 
involvement in decision making, and 
improving budgetary allocation, among 
other initiatives. In Mongolia’s Education 
Sector Development Program, the 
strong government commitment was an 
enabling feature for the comprehensive 
education policy reforms to be carried 
out. The government’s initiative and 
commitment to the policy reforms (i.e., 
rationalization of school facilities and 
staffing, among others) contributed to 
improved access to education; increased 
the number of qualified teachers; and 
improved achievement levels in primary, 
secondary, and higher education.  
Similarly, with strong government 
ownership in Sri Lanka’s Secondary 
Education Modernization Project, project 
components achieved their intended 
outcomes.  Strong project ownership 
by the government helped ensure 
effective communication and active 
involvement in key decisions during 
project formulation and implementation.  
In Uzbekistan, the strength of the Second 
Textbook Development Project was based 
on the commitment and priorities of the 
government. The government
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successfully implemented the 
textbook rental scheme, which delivers 
low-cost, quality textbooks to all 
students. Specifically, the government 
institutionalized the legal mechanism 
necessary to ensure financial 
sustainability and proper management 
of the textbook rental scheme.  In the 
case of Bangladesh, the government 
demonstrated its strong commitment to 
primary education through the annual 
increase in its budgetary allocation, 
which is essential for the sustainable 
development of primary education. 

Conclusion
Significant gains have been derived 
from the development trends in the 
design, implementation, and operations 
of primary and secondary education 
programs and projects. Notwithstanding 
the nuances of a country’s policy direction 
and the limitations of the scope of the 
programs and projects, the approaches 
and trends discussed in this synthesis 
are not mutually exclusive. They can 
complement each other and help 
contribute to ensuring equitable and 
sustainable distribution of education 
program/project benefits.  
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