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LINKED DOCUMENT 3: EDUCATION SECTOR RBL PROGRAMS 

 

1. Half of the 12 results-based lending (RBL) programs are in the education sector, well out of line 

with education’s small share of total Asian Development Bank (ADB) lending. Why has there been such 

a quick uptake of the RBL modality by the education sector? One of the main drivers seems to have been 

the familiarity within the education sector with sector-wide approaches (SWAps), stemming from long 

experience in the basic education sector with the United Nations flagship programs Education for All and 

the Millennium Development Goals, both of which required governments to develop comprehensive 

basic education sector plans to achieve multi-year targets, and to monitor and report on performance 

annually.
1
 To help achieve the targets, governments and development partners increased cooperation to 

ensure that all basic education investment clearly fed into the sector plans. 

 

2. The ADB has had a long engagement with the education sector in Asia and the Pacific, and has 

established effective partnerships with development partners not only in basic education, but also 

secondary education and skills development. Many of the ADB-supported projects have been complex, 

and most have made use of a SWAp either as a conceptual framework or as a formal SWAp, in their 

efforts to achieve fundamental reforms. After years of experience in implementing sector-wide 

approaches in various forms through a range of lending modalities (investment projects, sector projects, 

sector development programs, and programs supported by policy-based loans), the education sector was 

ready to embrace a modality that appeared more in tune with a truly government-led SWAp and, 

therefore, was well-suited to drive the difficult, system-wide change necessary for meaningful reform in 

all education subsectors.     

 

3. The six RBL programs make up an impressive and well-targeted package. All six leverage resources 

and energies to tackle one pressing issue: the high levels of unemployment among educated Asian youth. 

Enhancing employability by giving young people access to the education and skills needed in today’s 

rapidly-changing labor markets is highly relevant to national economic development and social cohesion 

in each of the countries in question: the People’s Republic of China (PRC), India, Nepal, the Philippines, 

and Sri Lanka. Three of the RBL programs address the issue from within secondary education, and three 

from within the skills development and technical and vocational education and training (TVET) system. 

All of the secondary programs and one of the TVET programs involve other development partners.  

 

Skills Development Results-Based Lending Programs 

 

4. The Skills Sector Enhancement Program (2014–2016) supports the Sri Lanka government’s Skills 

Sector Development Program, a comprehensive sector strategy and road map targeting fundamental 

reform of the national TVET system. The government program aims to improve the efficiency and 

responsiveness of the TVET system, to meet the changing needs of the Sri Lanka economy, and to reduce 

youth unemployment. It is the first attempt to unite the disparate TVET agencies under one unified 

program and strategy. The intended impact of the ADB and government programs is increased 

employability of the Sri Lanka work force, particularly the youth, while the intended outcome is a market-

responsive and inclusive TVET system.  

 

5. The Additional Skill Acquisition Program (2015–2018) in India also addresses educated 

unemployment, but within a narrower scope. To enhance the employability of Kerala’s youth, the state 

government is implementing the Kerala State Skill Development Project. The Additional Skill Acquisition 

Program is one of the two subprograms. It provides after-hours vocational training opportunities to grade 

11 and first year undergraduate students. The intended impact of the program is increased employment 

                                                           
1
  And for prior years, governments had participated in the annual education statistics exercise run by UNESCO, wherein national 

education statistics were submitted by almost all governments every year using internationally agreed and standardized 

education indicators. 
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of Kerala’s youth (aged 15–24 years), while the intended outcome is increased employability of certificate 

holders under the program. No other donor is involved. 

 

6. In Guizhou Province, the poorest province in the PRC, there is a severe lack of highly skilled labor. 

To address this, the provincial government is implementing the Guizhou Modern TVET System 

Establishment Plan 2013–2020. This plan aims to expand TVET significantly and make it more relevant to 

employers’ needs.  Poor and ethnic minority youth are expected to be major beneficiaries. The Guizhou 

Vocational Education Development Program (2016–2019) supports the central showpiece of the 

provincial government’s program—the establishment of 21 model TVET institutions. The expected impact 

of the Guizhou Vocational Education Development Program is an adequately trained human resource 

base. The expected outcome is an inclusive and responsive TVET system. Again, no other donor is 

involved. 

 

Senior Secondary Results-Based Lending Programs 

 

7. All three secondary education RBL programs aim to make secondary education more relevant to 

modern economies, primarily through improved access to, and proficiency in, core subjects (science, 

mathematics, and English) and in job-relevant subjects such as technology and commerce.  

 

8. The Education Sector Development Program (2013–2018) supports the Sri Lanka government’s 

Education Sector Development Framework and Program 2013–2017, which in secondary education aims 

to increase equity, quality, and relevance. The Education Sector Development Program will develop the 

skills relevant to a knowledge-based economy, especially through science, technology, and computer-

aided learning in secondary education, primarily in rural areas and in underserved schools. The intended 

impact is enhanced youth employability, and the intended outcome is a modernized secondary education 

school system.    

 

9. The Senior High School Support Program (2014–2019) supports the Philippine government’s 

Senior High School (SHS) Program. The introduction of a senior high school in the Philippines aims to 

provide students with the skills needed for employment or further education and training, and to extend 

formal schooling from 10 to 12 years. The SHSSP will strengthen secondary education and teaching and 

learning of mathematics, science and English, and will address equity and disparity in secondary 

education. The intended program impact is enhanced employment of senior high school graduates and 

those with some experience in senior high school. The intended outcome is an effective senior high school 

system.  

 

10. The Supporting School Sector Development Plan program (2017–2021) supports the government 

of Nepal’s School Sector Development Plan (2017–2023), a major initiative to improve access, equity, and 

the quality of school education. The program will strengthen secondary education; strengthen teaching 

and learning of mathematics, science, and English; and address disparity in secondary education. A 

targeted pro-poor scholarship program will support the participation of girls in science subjects. The 

program’s intended impact is a more qualified human resource base for equitable socioeconomic 

development. The intended outcome is improved access to quality secondary education.  

 

Results-Based Lending Impacts and Outcomes 

 

11. The intended impact of all six programs is the employment, or employability, of workers. For the 

Kerala program, increased employment is the impact, while employability of course graduates is the 

outcome. The other five programs have outcomes at the system level, e.g., inclusive and responsive TVET 

systems, or improved and modernized secondary education systems. The program outputs include 

improved quality, greater relevance to labor market needs, greater equity, stronger partnerships with the 

private sector, training of teachers and principals, and improved sector management. The major 

components of the programs, in varying proportions, are civil works; development of skills standards, 
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curricula and assessment systems; teacher and management training; model schools; financial support 

for poor students, and various forms of partnerships with the private sector. A common feature is support 

for the development of more robust management information systems.  

 

12. Disbursement-Linked indicators (DLIs) Selected. The number of DLIs ranges from six to nine per 

program: four of the programs have six or seven DLIs, while the two Sri Lanka RBLs each have nine DLIs. 

The majority of programs have one outcome DLI. For the three secondary education RBLs, the outcome 

indicators are learning outcomes (overall or in science and mathematics) and participation or enrollment 

in specific courses of study. For skills development, the outcome indicators are increased employability 

of graduates or training output (number of skilled graduates).  

 

13. The output DLIs vary according to the program. They include improved facilities, availability of 

qualified teachers, assessment and examination reform, development and introduction of new curricula 

and subjects, training of principals, establishment of model schools and training institutions, 

performance-based financing for training centers, and private sector engagement in new facilities 

development or TVET provision. All programs have one or two institutional DLIs in addition to the output 

indicators. These DLIs cover strengthened education management information system (EMIS), 

procurement, budgeting, financial management, and institutional and implementation capacity. All of 

the programs also have indicators disaggregated by gender and, where relevant, by ethnic minority 

status.  

 

What can be Learned from these RBL Programs? 

 

14. A striking feature is that all of the RBLs are all well-grounded in comprehensive government 

reform programs. In the case of Sri Lanka, Nepal, and the Philippines, these programs built on a long 

history of cooperation with ADB in the education sector which had already culminated in the use of 

SWAps involving multiple development partners and with some exposure to results-based approaches. 

With this experience, the transition to RBL was relatively smooth, the continuation of a strong partnership 

with the government that was almost a natural outgrowth of the earlier experience.  

 

15. This has had clear benefits. First, ADB’s financing has been able to support a much larger 

government reform program, most often along with other development partners. This has magnified the 

impact of the lending to far beyond what it would have been with a stand-alone investment. Second, 

the ability to plug into sector-wide, government reform programs has broadened the opportunity to 

support and promote deep-seated education reforms, with an impact that can also extend beyond the 

reach of a stand-alone project. This is particularly important in the education sector, where a strong 

systems approach is essential for achieving meaningful reform. Third, the opportunity to use government 

rather than donor systems for procurement, financial management, safeguards, and monitoring and 

evaluation, has not only allowed for system strengthening—particularly in the area of EMIS—but has 

increased ownership of the programs. Strengthened systems and ownership are essential for promoting 

sustainability. Fourth, the results focus of the RBL programs, coupled with the use of program systems 

and the greater sense of ownership, has fostered a culture of learning and more freedom to experiment 

as agencies have developed different strategies and strengthened systems to reach some difficult-to-

attain targets. This has emerged as one of the key benefits of the results-based approach. Fifth, the 

opportunity for increased accountability has helped program managers in these efforts. Finally, progress 

in achieving some of the key results, or even going beyond what was originally envisaged, has been made 

possible because of the existence of the attached capacity development technical assistance projects that 

were present for all RBLs. The capacity development technical assistance projects have been indispensable 

in supporting agencies to achieve the program results.   

 

16. Although most of the programs are still in the early years of implementation, progress to date is 

promising. The Sri Lankan programs are the most advanced in terms of implementation, and are already 

showing some solid achievements. These include the introduction of science streams into rural secondary 
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schools, a new technology stream in secondary schools, performance-based financing for training 

centers, quality management systems across TVET institutions, and good progress in developing an 

impressive TVET MIS. A few of the outcome targets have proved difficult to achieve.  

 

17. While it could be argued that many of these reforms could have been achieved using other 

modalities, there are additional synergies arising from an approach where agencies must focus on 

achieving a set of common results within a set time frame. For the Education Sector Development 

Program and Skills Sector Enhancement Program, both in Sri Lanka, there are indications of (i) the 

emergence of more unity among agencies in both subsectors; (ii) the growth of a culture of learning and 

greater willingness, and the freedom, to experiment with different strategies and programs; (iii) higher 

levels of ownership; (iv) stronger accountability within each subsector and to oversight agencies; and  

(v) strengthening of program systems and implementation capacity.   

 

Other Observations on Results-Based Lending Design and Application 

 

18. RBLs work best in contexts where there is a long history of engagement that builds good sector 

knowledge, strong working relationships and mutual trust. The impact of this is evident in the three 

secondary education programs and the Sri Lankan skills development program, all of which display a 

depth and complexity that is not evident in the other two TVET programs, even though the governments 

in both cases did have well-thought-out programs.  The lack of prior involvement makes it more difficult 

to capture the essence of the government’s reform program in the results framework and DLIs, to partner 

with other donors, and to take full advantage of the opportunities RBL programs can offer.   

 

19. Where there has been only limited prior ADB involvement, the use of RBL should be considered 

carefully. If an RBL is still the preferred approach, a long-term, incremental approach should be taken. 

This would justify the use of straightforward and easily achievable targets for the first RBL, as in the 

Guizhou example, moving to more complex designs and more challenging targets once national systems 

have been strengthened.  

 

20. The core of an RBL is the DLIs, as DLIs are the major focus of implementation. Selecting the right 

set of DLIs not only requires good sector knowledge and but also considerable skill on the part of the 

program designers. It may also entail long periods of negotiation with government over the key results 

and the annual DLI targets. It is challenging to identify targets which are challenging but realistically 

achievable. To do this well will require significant up-front processing time, especially for program officers 

not familiar with a particular country or the sector. Even project supervision is time-intensive, as the Sri 

Lanka example illustrates, and requires higher-order technical skills from the program officer. Any 

attempt to reduce the resources available for processing or supervision is likely to threaten the quality of 

RBL programs and reduce their development impact. 

 


