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Response to Educational Change — Guess the country?

Trouble was in the initial stages no-one knew how the whole 

thing would work out in practice. 

It was like jumping into the unknown, and suddenly 

everything you knew and did was wrong. It demoralized 

teachers, so they got defensive. 

I was running training days without really knowing what was 

going to happen. 

Every school had to find its way through, which took *****

— a bit like COVID.
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About the research – a central idea from Behavioral Economics 

Lewin (1997) suggested that to achieve behavior 

change; there is a good way and bad way to do it. 

The bad way is to increase the driving forces, 

such as incentives and implementation 

components, while the good way is to diminish 

the restraining forces. 

This approach, according to Kahneman (2011), is 

profoundly counter-intuitive.
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About today’s presentation
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o Findings from a study in rural Tanzania conducted in 

low-performing schools

o Recommendations & next steps

o The study deployed a behavioral science lens which 

used a research framework which borrowed from:

• Diffusion of Innovations Theory (E. M. Rogers, 1962)

• Behavioral Economics (lots of researchers)



Qualitative Data Collection — Jifunze Uelewe
EGR Program in Tanzania

o Research framework blends a systems approach

with behavioral science that focuses on educational 

change
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o Selected 12 schools based on mostly low 

performing schools in rural Iringa and Morogoro –

17 teachers (grades 1 & 2)

o Classroom observations of teachers used to 

inquire about teaching approach during Teacher 

interview

o Teacher interview

o Conducted after six years of program implementation



Background – Early Grade Reading
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USAID Early Grade Reading (EGR) Programs in LMICs. 

These program work through local education ministry 

systems.

Typical program components include (but not limited to):

o the development and distribution of classroom teaching 

and learning materials 

o teacher training

o follow-up teacher support

The education system in Tanzania provides on-going 

teacher support via external coaching from Ward 

Education Officers (WEOs) and Headteachers.
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Findings I  — teacher perception of the program

After six years of Early Grade 

Reading implementation all the 

teachers had a positive 

perception of the EGR Program.
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Superior to their prior approach

Easy enough to understand and implement

Mandatory

Observed others teaching program

Compatible with prior approach & adaptable 
for school environment



Findings II — Education Systems
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The majority of teachers... …could describe the student learning 
expectations.

*many also commented that the expectation was to teach 
the phonics-based curriculum.

…felt they had support from peers and 
headteachers

…described their learning process for 
improving their classroom instructional 
practice.
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Findings III — Teachers . . . 
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Reflection on practice
…believed their students participated 
in an interactive classroom 
environment.

Achieving expectations
…believed that the majority of their 
students would achieve the academic 
expectations by the end of the year. 

Modifying or adapting program
…were all observed modifying the 
program in the same way.

sjking@rti.org 



sjking@rti.org 

Conclusions I — Contradictions

o Positive education system characteristics

o Poor learning outcomes
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Teachers are unaware of 
their actual level of 
achievement of their 
students

Teachers were focused on 
curriculum delivery, but 
not student learning / 
pedagogy

Student learning was not 
focused on results

Teacher learning was not 
focused on results
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Conclusions II — Study findings not an isolated TZ issue . . .
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Example: 2010 Common Core – Standards Based Reform in USA
top-down development and implementation of new standards of student learning that then guided the development of 

curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, and accountability.

According to the Brookings Institute:

• there is no convincing evidence that the standards-based reform had a significant impact 

on student achievement

• resistance was not a major factor

• comprehensive evidence of curriculum implementation

• the approach was top-down and regulatory

• “ . . . the illusion of a coherent, well-coordinated system”



Conclusions III — Behavioral Science Framing
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o Social Norm – all the teachers observed adopted the 

phonics-based reading content, but retained their 

default ineffective pedagogy

o Adaption - teachers applied a heuristic short-cut to 

change that required a much lower mental effort

o Retained beliefs and classroom practice

o Changed curriculum

o Suggestion of teacher cognitive dissonance

o After six years - the teachers are now content



Recommendation #1: Systems Change or Systems 
Strengthening?
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▪ What if the system implemented as designed has a low ceiling on its 

ability to improving learning outcomes?

Example – external teacher coaching systems design

- Education systems are uniquely socio-ecologically designed around 

schools and communities

- However, most LMICs will send an external coach for in-service teacher 

support. 

- The teachers in our study did not once identify WEOs (external 

coaches) as their source for teaching support (12 schools, 17 

teachers)
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Recommendation #2: Focus on the collective

The problem is that no nation has 

improved by focusing on individual 

teachers as the driver.

Michael Fullan, The New Meaning of Educational Change, 2015, p.43
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Next Steps for Research — Diffuse Effective Classroom Practice

Top-down 

introduction of EGR 

Programming

Centralized introduction of effective 

pedagogy

Effective pedagogy adopted by small 

percentage of positive deviant teachers

Strengthen and support networks within and 

across school to diffuse effective pedagogy 

System facilitates a focus on collaboration

System facilitates a focus on learning for 

results

Diffuse effective 
classroom practice 
and beliefs laterally
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Thanks for putting up with me

Simon King (sjking@rti.org) 
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