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A growing body of evidence shows that education public-private partnerships (PPPs) which support 
private schooling are too often failing the most vulnerable children and risk deepening inequality. 
Despite this, the World Bank has been increasingly promoting education PPPs in poor countries 
through its lending and advice. Oxfam’s research shows that over a fifth of World Bank education 
projects between 2013 and 2018 included support to governments for private provision of education. 
Detailed analysis also reveals the Bank's policy advice actively encourages governments to expand 
private provision of education. Case studies in Uganda and Pakistan raise concerns about unequal 
access, poor quality and low accountability. Low-fee private schools disproportionately exclude the 
poorest students and in particular girls, and rely on low-paid, poorly qualified teachers, many of whom 
are women. The World Bank and other donors should stop promoting and financing market -oriented 
education schemes and focus on expanding quality public schooling as a human right for all.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

NO SHORTCUTS TO QUALITY 
EDUCATION FOR ALL 
Education: impressive progress, major challenges 

The last 20 years have seen incredible progress in education. As a result, tens of 
millions of children, the majority girls, have had the chance to go to school. 1 Many poor 
countries are making impressive gains. For example, despite having the same per 
capita income today as Canada had in 1840, Ethiopia has managed to increase the 
number of children in school by 15 million in just 10 years.2  

Partly because of this rapid expansion and inadequate financing, the quality of 
education available for many children is still very poor and major inequalities persist. A 
girl from a poor family in Nepal only receives on average one year of education, while 
a girl from a wealthy family receives nine.3 While many countries are making serious 
efforts to prioritize education spending,4 on average lower-income countries are still 
spending only half of what is needed per student to deliver a decent quality education.5 
Donors are failing to deliver the increased aid to help meet this financing gap. It should 
be no surprise that the quality of public education in some countries is  struggling to 
catch up.  

PPPs and low-fee private schools: easy shortcut 
or false promises? 

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) encompass a range of activities. PPPs for 
education provision—where public funding is given to private schools to deliver 
education—are being promoted by the World Bank and other donors as a solution to 
education quality challenges. In particular, PPP models that involve outsourcing public 
education responsibilities to low-fee private schools, such as in Pakistan and 
Liberia,6 are part of a growing trend. These schools cater to lower-income 
communities and are often profit-oriented. PPPs are often claimed to be less 
expensive and more efficient than public schooling, to provide better outcomes, to be 
able to scale up more rapidly, and to offer greater accountability through the 
mechanisms of “school choice” and competition. But these are false promises. A 
growing body of academic evidence shows that PPPs and private education do not 
necessarily deliver better education outcomes and at the same time risk increasing 
the gap between rich and poor.  

Recent academic studies and reviews have found mixed evidence on learning 
outcomes in education PPPs, and no evidence that they consistently perform better 
than public schools.7 Studies have also raised strong and consistent concerns about 
the impact of education PPPs on inequality and socioeconomic segregation. One 
study of 17 countries found that, “in the majority of countries, [PPP schools] are 
reinforcing social disparities by disproportionately serving students in upper income 
quintiles.”8  

The research raises particular concerns about market-oriented PPPs—those PPPs 
that rely on low-fee and for-profit private schools or that expand the market for private 
education to provide greater choice and competition. One academic review found that 
the competitive environments generated by many PPP models “provide incentives for 
schools… to discriminate against those who are less academically skilled or have 
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special educational needs,”9 and the OECD found that choice-based systems are often 
more socially segregated.10 Commercial school chains, such as Bridge International 
Academies in Africa, raise particular concerns about their resistance to government 
regulation and legal violations, exclusion of the poorest children, scripted teaching, 
and a focus on profit that is at odds with investment in quality education. 11 

Women and girls are at greater risk of being marginalized by a PPP approach. 
School fees, even those considered low, restrict girls’ access to schooling as parents 
will often prefer to send boys when funds are limited.12 The widespread elimination of 
user fees in primary schools in the 2000s meant tens of millions of girls were able to 
go to school.13 Though some PPP programs do not allow formal fees to be charged, 
the schools often levy substantial informal fees and additional costs.14 In Pakistan, 
the out-of-pocket costs in PPP schools were estimated to be half the income of a 
parent living at the poverty line.15 Low-fee private schools also cut costs by paying 
teachers very low salaries and relying on poorly qualified teachers ; as well as 
undermining the quality of education, this threatens labor rights—particularly for 
women, who disproportionately hold teaching jobs in most regions of the world.16  

Evidence from Pakistan and Uganda: unequal access, poor quality 

Oxfam’s own research on a World Bank-supported PPP in Punjab, Pakistan17 
found that private schools in the study were not serving out-of-school children, 
the poorest girls and boys, or those with disabilities. It found the test-based 
funding model exacerbates inequalities by incentivizing schools to exclude those 
children unlikely to perform well on tests.  

“We… cannot include the poorest of the poor in this school with other k ids. It’s not 

like a charity; we have limited funds from [the PPP] and I need to earn a 

livelihood from this.” – PPP school owner 

Research by the Initiative for Economic and Social Rights on the Universal 
Secondary Education PPP in Uganda18 also found that equitable access was not 
being achieved through the PPP and that schools were not affordable for the 
poorest children. Shadrack Chemutia from Kween District was forced to drop out 
of secondary school because he had no money for school fees. The government 
pays for his tuition but his PPP school levied additional fees and his family has 
not been able to raise the money: 

“I have been staying at home for one year. I would like to be a doctor. If I go to 

school, I can be, but if I don’t go it [will] stop me from being a doctor.” – Shadrack, 
16 years old 

Both studies also found evidence that education quality was poor in PPP schools 
due to a lack of investment and a reliance on unqualified teachers. In Uganda, 
students in PPP schools performed poorly on assessments  compared to their 
counterparts in government schools and other private schools. The Punjab study 
found that teachers, who are predominantly female and poorly qualified, are paid 
on average less than half the minimum wage and receive little training. Both 
studies found a lack of adequate structures for oversight of schools or 
accountability to communities. 

These trends should be a cause for deep concern. Education can and should be an 
engine for greater equality, both between rich and poor and between women and men. 
Yet instead the increased reliance on PPPs and expanded private schooling threatens 
to deepen inequality.  

World Bank advice and lending: actively 
promoting private education and PPPs 

For this report, Oxfam conducted a comprehensive review of World Bank policy advice 
and lending for education. The World Bank is the largest external funder of education 
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in poor countries and implements a majority of Global Partnership for Education (GPE) 
grants;19 its financing and advice is therefore important and influential.  

Together with other donors, the World Bank has recently adopted a “private sector 
first” approach to development, agreed in 2017 during the Hamburg G20 and 
approved by the World Bank Board: “Only where market solutions are not possible 
through sector reform and risk mitigation should official and public resources be 
applied… This approach is currently focused on infrastructure but will be expanded 
to… education and health.”20 This signals a potentially sweeping shift. 

Policy advice 

World Bank technical support to countries on education is delivered through its 
Systems Approach for Better Education Results (SABER) program. Our analysis of 
SABER “international best practice” recommendations and detailed policy advice21 
finds that the World Bank is actively advising countries to expand the role of the 
private sector in education provision through PPPs and other reforms that reduce 
regulations and incentivize the growth of private education markets. For example, 
countries are scored more highly on the SABER rubric if they “facilitate market entry 
for a more diverse set of private providers” and ensure that all types of providers, 
including for-profit schools, are allowed. Our analysis finds that this advice relies on a 
selective evidence base and flawed, biased assumptions.  

In Ghana, World Bank policy advice recommends piloting PPPs and reducing 
standards for teacher certification in private schools.22 In Nepal, it recommends that 
the government allow for-profit schools to be eligible for public funding of post-primary 
schools, something which is currently not allowed. It also recommends incentivizing 
private provision by providing start-up funding or public land to private schools.23  

Project-level support 

For this paper, Oxfam conducted a review of the World Bank’s funding to 
governments for primary and secondary education over the last six years, covering 
116 projects. We found that one-fifth (22 percent) of projects included elements of 
direct support for private provision of education across 14 countries, showing that 
the World Bank is following up its technical support with some significant funding. 24 
This type of support has been gradually increasing over the last decade, with a more 
recent geographical shift to Africa. While not all Bank-supported PPPs give cause 
for concern and often they are one part of a larger project that supports public 
education, a significant number include a market-oriented approach that seeks to 
expand the role of private schooling.  

In the Philippines, for example, a policy loan supports expanded funding for a PPP as 
one condition for the loan’s disbursement.25 In Burkina Faso, a project includes 
support for the construction of new private secondary schools where the ownership 
and management is leased to private providers.26 Case studies from Uganda and 
Pakistan highlight the instrumental role of World Bank advice and lending in 
supporting the expansion of private education provision. Taken together with the 
increased direct funding of commercial schools by the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC), the Bank’s private sector finance arm—which has quadrupled 
since 200627—these trends are deeply concerning. 

Time to correct course: toward transformative 

public education 

Education is a fundamental human right and a building block of equal societies. While 
the challenges and problems of public delivery in many countries are real, research 
indicates that neither education PPPs nor low-fee, for-profit schools are a shortcut to 
quality education for all. The evidence is growing on the negative impacts of this 
approach on inequality and must not be ignored by governments, the World Bank and 
other donors.  
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Instead the World Bank and other development actors should urgently refocus their 
funding and effort on expanding and improving the public provision of education in 
developing countries. It is time to build transformative public education that is free and 
universal, adequately and equitably funded, with well-supported teachers and strong 
systems for accountable public oversight. Transformative public education fights 
economic and gender inequality, builds active citizens, protects communities and the 
environment, and forges inclusive and stable societies. Donors and governments 
around the world must turn away from harmful PPP approaches and recommit to the 
public purpose of education. 

Recommendations: 
• The World Bank should cease its advocacy and funding for market-oriented 

education PPPs, especially those that support low-fee and commercial private 
schools, and instead redouble its focus on supporting governments to strengthen 
public education provision. It should redesign or do away with its SABER policy 
advice on the private sector. The International Finance Corporation should stop 
funding K-12 commercial schools.  

• Governments should devote the maximum available resources to public education 
including at least six percent of GDP and 20 percent of national budgets, and avoid 
diverting scarce public resources and attention away from the essential task of 
building free, good-quality, inclusive public schools. They should adequately 
regulate private education providers, especially commercial schools.  

• The Global Partnership for Education and other donors should focus their 
support on improving the provision of public schooling in developing countries, and 
should not fund market-oriented education PPPs, especially those that support low-
fee and commercial private schools. Donors should substantially increase their aid 
commitments to education, stop funding commercial schools through their private 
finance arms, and insist that the World Bank reorient its approach away from PPPs 
and commercial schools. 

• All actors must ensure that their efforts are compatible with the progressive 
realization of the right to education and gender equality.  
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