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To Our Readers

- James Williams, Editor

In our first article Donald Winkler provides a concise overview of
decentralization. He develops the theme that governance is
improved by appropriately assigning administrative tasks to differ
ent levels of government. Ricardo Lagos, former Minister of
Education ofChile, discusses the importance of the central govern
ment in ensuring equity in a decentralized system. He outlines pro
grams undertaken by the Government of Chile to help low-achiev
ing schools improve and to transform education from a bureau
cratic to a professional undertaking. In the third article I identify
ways in which the "discourse" surrounding decentralization has
reduced rather than increased options visible to educational poli-

cymakers. A tentative framework is outlinedfor considering
policy options using structural change, including decen
tralization or centralization, as means for educational
reform.

Juan Prawda summarizes his research on decentralization
of education in Chile, Argentina, Colombia and Mexico
with a series of lessons for policymakers. Interestingly, he
is one of the very few to ask whether decentralization has
been associated with improved outcomes. Donald Warwick
follows with a summary of the implementation questions
that need to be asked before beginning a program ofdecen
tralization. He focuses mainly on Paraguay.

South Africa's National Education Policy Investigation
contributes this issue's most self-reflective piece. It high-

... lights practical and theoretical issues in establishing pari ticipatory governance in education. The fact that a single
~ working group has prepared two different proposals for

school governance shows the continuing debate within
South Africa's democratic movement over appropriate
forms of participation. The article resonates with concern
that all citizens get a meaningful voice in national choices.

Associates in Rural Development summarize their research
on decentralization and structural adjustment in West

Africa, providing an illustration of the pitfalls offailure to imple
ment carefully.

The next two articles raise issues of bottom-up versus top-down
change. Susan Street questions the meaning of Mexico's top-down
decentralization and looks with hope at the emergence of a truly
democratic teachers' movement. Florida State University's Center
for Policy Studies in Education explores the necessary and com
plementary roles ofgrassroots initiatives and government policy in
meeting the educational needs ofstreet and working children.

Finally, Jane Hannaway, in her research on successful decentral
ization in two US school districts, challenges the conventional
rationale for decentralization. Decentralization can improve class
room instruction, not because of efficiency effects, but because it
better engages teachers in the core tasks ofschools-teaching and
learning.

The articles are intended to provoke discussion and thought. I
hope they do. I also hope you'll share the magazine with your col
leagues and your reactions with us.

- Juan Prawda

Calls for decentralization can be seen as a wish for more accessible, participa
tory and accountable schools, a wish for voice. Of course the real question for
any reform is whether it helps children, such as these school girls and boys in
Pakistan. Our thanks to James Morone, author of The Democratic Wish
(New York: Basic Books, 1990), for inspiration for the title.

It seems more and more that radical structural reforms-generi
cally called "decentralization"-are seen as necessary to improv
ing education. The word decentralization, however, refers to no
specific thing and has little meaning apart from concrete circum
stances. As such, decentralization makes a better slogan than prac
tical guide to administrative reform.

Yet the popular appeal of the word is instructive. It refers I believe
to a widespread "democratic wish" for structures ofschool gover
nance that are closer, more transparent and participatory, more
accessible, accountable and effective than those in current view.
Unfortunately a preoccupation with "decentralization ". may pre
vent inquiry into the more useful question-what changes in edu
cational decisionmaking are likely to improve education in partic
ular historical and organizational circumstances?

This issue of The FORUM provides a range of perspectives on
decentralization, centralization and school governance. The inten
tion is not to provide answers, for governance is ultimately a matter
of political process. Instead the hope is to increase the options
available to policymakers by opening up the conversation and sug
gesting broader ways ofthinking about how school systems are run.

"When I use a word," Humpty Dumpty said in a scornful tone,
"It means just what I choose it to mean-neither more nor less."

- Lewis Carroll

"Decentralization in the educational sector has been shown to be
a possible fora to improve institutional management ... however,
in spite of the worldwide fad, decentralization is not an end in
itself and does not automatically accomplish productivity, equity
and quality improvements. "
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An Introduction to Educational Decentralization
by Donald Winkler

There is a worldwide trend to move deci
sions in education away from the central
government and closer to schools. In the US
local governments already have much deci
sionmaking power. Thus decentralization in
the US means giving school teachers and
administrators more decisionmaking author
ity. In developing countries educational
decisionmaking is usually concentrated in
central governments. Thus decentralization
in developing countries takes one of two
forms. In deconcentration, subnational
administrative units of the education min
istry are given more authority to make deci
sions. In decentralization, the responsibili
ty for the finance and delivery of education
is transferred to regional or local govern
ments.

What Kind of Decisionmaking
Authority?

There are two major kinds of decisionmak
ing authority: authority to raise revenues
and decide expenditures, and authority to
allocate school budgets and organize learn
ing processes.

Revenue assignments state which taxes
each level of government can use.
Sometimes the share of national taxes
among different levels of government is
specified. More rarely, percentages of gov
ernment money are earmarked for educa
tion. One important question for decentral
ization is whether subnational government
units are allowed to raise revenues by rais-

ing tax rates or charging user fees. If a sub
national government unit is not permitted to
raise funds, it has little fiscal authority.

Expenditure assignments state which ser
vices each level of government must pro
vide. Within decentralized systems, respon
sibilities vary a great deal between and
within levels of education. Central govern
ments are usually responsible for providing
and financing university education. Local
governments often provide and partially
finance primary education.

Administrative Arrangements

There are many ways to finance and pro
vide education. And even the most decen
tralized systems leave major responsibilities
to the center.

School Organization. School
organization means minimum
school requirements, the struc
ture of primary-secondary
schooling and the rights of chil
dren to education. Except in a
very few federalist systems such
as the US, school organization
decisions are made at the center.
However in almost all school
systems in developing countries,
schools vary a great deal in com
plying with such standards. This
is especially trUe in such aspects
as the number of grades offered.

" One major difference between
i decentralized and centralized
~ school systems is which level of
~ government makes the decisions

IJ.j

about resource allocations that
can lead to unequal opportunities.

In centralized systems the ministry of edu
cation itseif makes such decisions. In
decentralized systems inequalities usually
result from differences in the wealth/tax
bases .of local or regional bodies that
finance education.

Curriculum and Teaching Methods. The
central government usually regulates cur
riculum standards. Such standards usually
apply to both private and public schools.
Centralized decisionmaking does not neces
sarily imply a uniform curriculum. Several
centralized countries have developed differ
ent curricula to meet the needs of different
social groups. In most cases teacher educa
tion is also the responsibility of central gov-

ernment (or regional government in large
decentralized systems).

Examinations and Supervision.
Examination procedures vary more widely
perhaps than other aspects of education. In
some ex-British colonies (eg the. West
Indies), exams are set and graded in
England. At the other extreme are most
countries in Latin America which have no
national examinations. There, criteria for
passing from one level to the next are set at
each school and vary a great deal. In
between are countries that set and grade
exams regionally.

There are two crucial questions related to
supervision. First, who selects the chief

. administrative officer of a school or group
of schools? And second, what power does
that individual have over educational func
tions? In very centralized systems the min
istry appoints school administrators. In such
systems school administrators have few
powers other than evaluating personnel and
monitoring school operations to comply
with ministry guidelines. In a decentralized
system the school administrator may be
elected directly by local communities or
appointed by an elected mayor or council.
In between, the ministry appoints adminis
trators but gives them a lot of authority over
resource use within schools. In many devel
oping communities, transportation and
human resources are so scarce that schools
receive little real supervision, regardless of
how administrators are chosen.

Teacher Recruitment and Compensation.
Teacher accreditation standards are almost
always set centrally. In many cases however
such standards are ideal and cannot be met
in practice. In such cases local/regional
teacher labor markets set the real accredita
tion standards. Teacher recruitment and pro
motion practices vary a great deal among
countries. In quite centralized systems the
central government (education or civil ser
vice ministry) recruits, appoints, promotes
and moves teachers. Such teachers are usu
ally members of the civil service. In decen
tralized systems communities may recruit
teachers. Teacher payment practices are
similar to recruitment procedures. When
recruitment and promotion are centralized,
there is usually a national pay scale that
does not vary with working conditions.
When recruitment is decentralized, teach-
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ers' pay varies according to local labor mar
ket conditions.

Finance of Recurrent Expenditures. In
highly centralized systems the central gov
ernment finances and directly provides all
educational inputs with no local contribu
tions. In decentralized systems local com
munities finance and directly provide inputs
through local taxes or fees. In \nixed sys
tems the central government proviides some
inputs s~ch as books and supervisjon. It also
provides grants to regional/loc:al govern
ments and gives local communities some
control over the use of funds.

School Construction and Finance. In the
centralized model the central government
sets uniform school construction standards
and builds all schools. In the decentralized
model local communities finance and build
schools. In low-income countries this means
schools are built with voluntary labor, using
local materials and standards. In mixed sys
tems the central government may build
schools using different regional standards.
Communities that build their own schools
must follow government standards to be
accredited and staffed. School construction
and finance are more decentralized than
other parts of primary-secondary education.
In many. developing countries central gov
ernments offer a kind of matching grant by
promising to staff schools that local com
munities build.

Evaluation and Audit. Usually the level of
government that provides funding carries
out financial control, auditing and perfor
mance evaluation. Central governments
almost always provide internal control over
their own use of funds. The also carry out or
require external audit of the use of their
funds by other levels of government. Local
governments generally control only local
funds.

Policy Options

Decentralization is likely to affect both effi
ciency and equity in education. Most educa
tional policymakers are interested in: satis
fying taxpayer/consumer preferences; main
taining basic standards of educational quan
tity and quality; minimizing costs; account
ing to decisionmakers; and' ensuring equi
table educational opportunity.

Satisfying Taxpayer / Consumer Prefer
ences is related to both voice and choice.
The more voice taxpayers and parents have
in deciding taxes and educational spending,
the more satisfied they must be. Generally,
the smaller the area making taxing/spending
decisions, the larger taxpayer and parents'

voice is. Sometimes
however local elites
dominate decisionmak
ing and weaken the
voice and choice of less
powerful groups. The
more diverse citizens'
taxing and spending
are, the more important
both voice and choice
become.

Regions that do not
provide minimum quan
tity and quality of edu
cational services are
likely to experience
lower productivity and
economic growth than
other areas. In other ~

words there is a nation- t
al economic interest in ~
making sure that all cit- ~
izens gain at least basic
levels of knowledge. These standards are
usually defined as minimum years of educa
tion or minimum expenditures per pupil.
Decentralization may not lead to minimum
educational services if central governments
do not require and/or finance them.

Consumers and taxpayers prefer low-cost
educational services. One common argu
ment for decentralization is that using local
inputs and technology will reduce costs.
However, economies of scale in some areas
such as curriculum development, develop
ment and administration of standardized
tests and teacher training, argue for a central
government role.

Accountability is holding public officials
responsible for their actions and is neces
sary to decide between different financial
arrangements. Accountability requires that
responsibilities for financing and provid
ing education be clearly specified; that
implementation reflect public policy; that
financial reporting and auditing ensure
proper use of funds; that program evalua
tion assess school performance; and that
education consumers have free and easy
access to financial and performance infor
mation. Decentralization is likely to have
mixed effects on accountability.
Decentralization may encourage parents
and voters to monitor schools more close
ly. But it may not give them the necessary
information to do so.

Most countries seek equality of educational
opportunity, but definitions vary widely.
Equality is low when there are large differ
ences in expenditures and educational attain-

ment across regions, ethnic or socioeconom
ic groups. Equality is low when educational
spending reflects the income of family
and/or area. When schools do not have equal
access to resources, decentralization is likely
to increase inequality of educational oppor
tunity unless the· central government takes
steps to equalize spending.

What Role for the Central
Government?

Often education decentralization policies
look only at transferring decisionmaking
to subnational authorities. By doing so
they ignore the important role of central
government. Economies of scale argue that
central governments should provide some
services (eg curriculum design, prepara
tion of teaching materials, teacher training,
evaluation and testing). Externalities argue
that central government is needed to
ensure that all children should have access
to minimum educational resources and ser
vices. Equity argues that central govern
ment should provide financial assistance to
equalize or redress spending differences
across communities. .:.

Donald Winkler is an economist in the Latin
America and the Caribbean Technical
Department at the World Bank. The complete
version ofthis paper, "Decentralization in
Education: An Economic Perspective, " can be
obtainedfrom the Education and Social Policy
Department, Human Resources Vice
Presidency, The World Bank, 1818 H Street
NW, Wa~hington DC 20433, USA.
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Quality and Equity in Educational Decentralization:
The Case of Chile
by Ricardo Lagos

Chile now enrolls nearly 100% of its chil
dren in primary school. Hence the educa
tion policy focus has shifted from increas
ing access to improving quality. The previ
ous government put in place a broad pro
gram of decentralization. Many of the
responsibilities previously carried by the
central government were transferred to
municipal levels and private concerns.
Unfortunately, decentralization did little to
help poorer school districts overcome their
basic handicaps. And rural schools continue
to struggle with low achievement on nation
al tests of mathematics and Spanish.

The current government views decentraliza
tion as a double-edged sword. On the one
hand a decentralized education system has
the potential to improve quality. This hap
pens through efficiencies in the use of
resources and accountability and profes
sional autonomy for schools and teachers.
However if each community ends up with
an education that reflects its income and
power, decentralization can lead to
increased inequalities.

As a result, the Government has adopted a
two-pronged approach. The basic frame
work of decentralization which was adopted
during the 1980s remains untouched. This
includes an extensive role for the private
sector. Decentralization has been extended
by increasing the focus of schools on acade
mics and teacher professionalism. At the
same time the Government recognizes that
central authorities have two critical roles to
play, even in a decentralized system. The
center must: 1) ensure minimum levels of
quality for all schools and 2) provide disad
vantaged schools with special support.
Current policies give individual schools
more responsibility for creating and imple
menting special programs. Still the federal
level maintains accountability for approving
new curricula and evaluating the results.
Three main programs put these policies into
practice.

The 900 School Program

This program focuses on the 10% of prima
ry schools with the lowest scores on nation
al achievement tests. The program's goal is
to improve language and mathematics
achievement, communications skills, cre
ativity and self-esteem of students in

grades 1 to 4. Curricula and methods of
teaching and supervision have been com
pletely revised. To supplement normal
classes, specially trained youths hold reme
dial classes twice a week during the second
semester. Each school hires and trains its
own "monitors," provides them with neces
sary support and evaluates their progress.
At first school principals resisted bringing
in non-traditional teaching staff. Over time,
however, the remedial classes have become

I

Central authorities
have two critical roles

play, even in a
decentralized system
assuring minimun
levels of quality for all

schools and providing
disadvantaged schools

with special support.

one of the most successful parts of the pro
gram. In addition, the Government pro
vides schools with special texts and other
teaching materials.

The program began in 1990 with 969
schools. By 1991, 1278 schools were partic
ipating. After two years in the program, 270
schools improved student achievement in
grade 4 of the national exams and "graduat
ed"from the program.

Rural School Improvement Program

As in many countries, social and cultural
differences between rural and urban areas
make urban curricula and teaching methods
inappropriate for rural children. (Twenty
percent of Chile's children are considered
rural.) The Rural School Improvement
Program works to develop curricula and
teaching methods that fit the cultural and
linguistic needs of rural children. The cur-

riculum begins with the knowledge and
concerns that rural children bring to the
classroom. It then links such local knowl
edge to the broader nation while retaining
value in local environments and culture.
The program includes development of text
books, teacher guides and teaching methods
that meet the needs of rural children and
workshops for geography teachers.

Decentralization and Teaching:
School Improvement Projects

One of the most ambitious programs has
schools compete for Government funding to
support academic improvement projects.
This program seeks to change teaching
from a bureaucratic to a professional model.
Schools and teachers are encouraged to sub
mit project proposals to the Ministry of
Education for federal support. The projects
must focus on increasing student achieve
ment in reading, writing, math, science and
social studies. They may use school
resources such as student newspapers, the
atre, radio, science labs or farms. Teachers
must develop their own teaching and cur
riculum guides.

Between 1992 and 1996 the Ministry of
Education plans to support 5,000 learning
projects at a cost of about US $30 million.
4,600 grants will be reserved for primary
schools at medium and high risk. 400 grants
will be' open for bidding at large. With these
programs Chile's Ministry of Education
hopes to draw on the strengths of decentral
ization to create more flexible curricula,
teaching methods and learning envir~n

ments for different groups of learners.

The Ministry wants to develop a "profes
sional model" of school organization that
responds to local needs. This contrasts with
the more rigid bureaucratic model of the
past. At the same time, the Ministry wants
to avoid the dangers of over-decentraliza
tion. Thus, the central Ministry will inter
vene if necessary to reach national goals of
access, efficiency and equity. .:.

Ricardo Lagos is former Minister ofEducation
ofthe Republic ofChile (1990-1992).
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Reform in Educational Decisionmaking
by James Williams

Decentralization, essentially, is a reform of
decisionmaking and governance, an attempt
to improve education by changing the struc
ture of the education system. Table 1 sum
marizes more and less useful ways of think
ing about such changes, which are detailed
as follows:

1) Beyond Either/Or. Governance in edu
cation is often framed as a choice between
centralization or decentralization. This
abstract dichotomy is less useful than ques
tions which direct attention to specifics, eg,
Is moving authority for a particular admin
istrative function from one level of the sys
tem to another likely to achieve a particular
objective? Where can responsibility for a
particular administrative function best be
located to achieve certain objectives, given
the goals, capacities and needs of an educa
tion system at a particular time?

Either/or is misleading in several ways.
First, it suggests that centralization and
decentralization have intrinsic value. In fact

their relative value depends on such factors
as the current structure of the education sys
tem, the logic of a particular administrative
function, the capacity of the system, the
objectives being pursued. The more useful
question is whether a particular adminis
trative function is excessively (de)central
ized in light of particular goals and given
other possible arrangements.

The either-or dichotomy suggests that sys
tems can usefully be characterized as "cen
tralized" or "decentralized." In fact most
systems contain forces pushing for greater
centralization balanced by others pressing
for decentralization. Most education sys
tems consist of three or more levels of
authority rather than two as suggested by
either-or statements. It is more meaningful
to specify the locations from and to which
authority is being moved than simply to
indicate a direction. Effective reform may
balance policies with a centralizing effect
on some aspects of the system with policies
that decentralize other parts of the system.

2) Beyond Formulas. Given the diversity
of conditions, resources, capacities and
values of different education systems, prin
ciples behind effective reform are more
useful than context-free formulas and "one
best" solutions. A given problem is likely
to have a number of technically satisfacto
ry but contradictory solutions. The desir
ability of a given course of action is likely
to depend as much on one's values and
what one stands to gain or lose as on tech
nical virtue. Unfortunately both the search
for simple, context-free solutions and the
assumption that each situation requires a
totally unique solution divert attention from
more useful, generalizable principles.

The reform of educational governance
might be compared to architectural design.
Architects do not have to rediscover physics
each time they design a building. They can
rely on established principles of engineer
ing. At the same time, the purpose is not to

continued on next page

5 Beyond Good Government-Bad Government
"Bad" government (hierarchy, Ways that the organization of
regulations, bureaucracy, government structures relations
centralization); "Good" government among actors (isolating teachers,

promoting bureaucratic rigidity);
Ways organizations can be changed

MORE USEFUL

Beyond Either/Or
Where is responsibility for aparticular
administrative function best located,
to achieve particular objectives and
given the goals, capacities and needs
of asystem at aparticular time?

2 Beyond Formulas
One-best, context-free solutions; Principles; options; information
~Iothing can be generalized about options

3 Beyond the Abstracted Technical
Removing issues of politics, Incorporating all insights; Explicit
organization, implementation values; Establishing legitimate
from technical analysis processes for considering the interests

of all groups and for making
contestable choices

4 Beyond the Purely Theoretical
(De)centralization works in theory, Too little is known about education to
so it should work in practice; assume that insights from theory
(De)centralization works in other and/or other sectors will apply to
sectors, so it should work in education; Look for actual effects
education

Either decentralization
or centralization

LESS USEFUL

Forum For Advancing Basic Education and Literacy I May 1993 I 5



For Decentralization

• Ease financial burden on center
• Generate additional resources

Reduce administrative overload at center
• Foster greater responsiveness to local needs

Provide regional autonomy
Permit local variation

• Foster professionalism at school level
• Move decisionmaking closer to information

Permit communities to supplement government support
• Increase participation of "clients"
• Promote local initiative
• Reduce size and/or power of central bureaucracy

Reduce reporting
Reduce excessive centralization

.. For Centralization

• Ensure funding equity
• Ensure minimum standards across system
• Ensure coherency across system
• Ensure standardization
• Foster professionalism at national level
• Build acommon national identity
• Achieve economies of scale
• Distance education from local politics
• Reduce duplication
• Compensate for weak local capacity
• Reduce excessive decentralization
For Either Centralization or Decentralization

• Redistribute power
Improve access
Increase accountability

• Increase efficiency
Improve equity
Improve quality

• Reduce corruption
• Do or change something

(De}Centralization •
Move Responsibilities

• Move responsibility for implementation
(according to prescribed procedures)
down/up/outside the education
hierarchy
Move responsibility for deciding how
to implement (to achieve prescribed
objectives) down/up/outside the
education hierarchy
Move responsibility for deciding
objectives down/up/outside the
education hierarchy

Modify Accountability

Increase/Reduce accountability
• Change actors who are accountable
• Change actors to whom accountable
• Change what accountable for (inputs,

procedures or outcomes)
Build Capacity

Provide training
Provide guidance
Instructional support rather than

inspection
• School clusters
Change Incentives

Individual incentives (pay, promotion)
Institutional incentives (eg school-level

grants)
Regulate / Deregulate

.. develop a uniform design for all contexts
but one that fits the unique needs of particu
lar clients with a particular site.

One useful approach is to generate a series
of possible sol)ltions, specifying the pros
and 'cons of each..Such a list might include
the problems a particular solution does and
does not address, what is involved in differ
ent choices (from technical, political,
implementation and financial viewpoints),
the conditions under which a particular
solution is likely to work and the
parties/groups it will appeal to or alienate.

3) Beyond the Abstracted Technical. In
planning structural reforms it is more useful
to consider all aspects of organizational
change-politics, organizational dynamics,
implementation issues-than to rely on
only a technical analysis.

Politics must be considered for several rea-

sons. In most cases, the spark behind orga
nizational change begins with political not
technical considerations. Even a technical
reform is likely to acquire a political tone
rather quickly, as groups rally to support
and challenge new policies. Political agen
das are likely to seek technical justification,
particularly with as vague but widely
accepted a word as decentralization.
(De)centralization efforts are likely to
become identified with other political
issues, to be "adopted" by groups with
varying agendas and to attract strong ide
ologies. Successful implementation requires
politics in the form of consistent high-level
support from .political leaders and the
bureaucracy over an extended· period of
time. In the final analysis decisions about
decentralization may boil down to choices
based on values and priorities. Thus, effec-

tive structural reform may involve estab
lishing legitimate processes for making
choices that are in the end contestable and
disagreeable.

Organizational and implementation per
spectives are also useful. Despite the best of
plans and intentions, organizational incen
tives-social, ideological, employment and
finimcial---":"'may work against reform.
Education systems are quite loosely struc
tured. Change may be more difficult to
bring about than in less spread out, more
easily managed organizations. Decen
tralization plans need to be workable-with
sufficient clarity, resources, management
capacity and motivation. There needs to be
a willingness to shift course as necessary
during the process of implementation. It is
often unclear what problems will arise dur
ing implementation. That some problems
will emerge however is almost certain.
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4) Beyond the Purely Theoretical. It is
more useful to question the ways in which
abstract theory and strategies from other
sectors mayor may not fit real conditions in
education than to accept such theories as is.
Little is known, really, about the extent to
which theories developed in other sectors
work in education. Thus, for example, rela
tively free markets are effective at produc
ing high-quality soft drinks of uniform qual
ity. However, we do not really know how
effectively and under what conditions mar
kets might consistently produce education
of high quality. As Hannaway discusses, the
positive effects of decentralization on class
room instruction may not relate to efficien
cy effects as is commonly assumed (p 16).
It is also important to continue to see what
situations are rather than what they should
theoretically be or what we would want
them to be. Thus, a failure of centralized
governance does not necessarily mean
that more decentralized structures will
work better.

5) Beyond Good Government-Bad
Government. It is more useful to under
stand government (also hierarchy, regula
tions, bureaucracy) in organizational rather
than normative terms. Decentralization is
often promoted out of a frustration with
government and its problems-rigidity,
seeming endless growth, red tape. However,.
by viewing government as a complex but
ultimately understandable organization, one
is better able to make it serve intended pur
poses. Thus seeing government inefficiency
as inherent to government is less useful than
understanding and changing the incentives
that lead to waste.

A useful perspective sees government as
more effective at some things and less so at
others~ Thus for example central govern
ment is better at funding local innovations
than starting them. Similarly, different lev
els of government are better able to carry
out some tasks than others. Central govern
ments are better able to afford curriculum
design specialists than individual schools.
District offices are generally better able to .
identify locations for new schools than
regional offices.

Toward Multiple Options for
Structural Reform

There are many more policy options for
structural reform in education, as illustrated
inTable 2, than are typically discussed.

Though one could begin with any of the
three columns, for convenience the table

begins with a list of possible objectives (or
reasons) for undertaking structural reform.
Some objectives are clearly associated with
either decentralization or centralization,
while others can support either. Thus for
example both centralization and decentral
ization can be used to improve quality or
increase efficiency. This variety of possible
objectives is one reason for confusion about
the actual purposes of (de)centralization in
particular cases. The number of objectives
also makes it possible to work toward one
objective while espousing another.

The next column lists a number of possible
aCtors or decisionmakers. If (de)centraliza
tion takes place entirely within the govern
ment hierarchy, actors could be referred to
as "levels of the system." However when
governance is considered more broadly, a
number of groups become potential or prac
ticing decisionmakers. The issue of central
ization versus decentralization is thus
replaced by the broader question of who
should participate in running the education
system. To what extent should citizens, edu
cational experts, politically-accountable·
government officials or foreign donors be
making educational decisions?

The third column lists policy options, only
the first three of which relate directly to
(de)centralization. Though not all strategies
will achieve all objectives, there are clearly
a number of options for structural change.

Considerations in Reforming
Governance in Education

In designing appropriate governance struc
tures, several principles, summarized in
Table 3, may help clarify choices. First, it is
useful to consider administrative functions
separately in light of what is involved with
each. With some functions such as cur
riculum design, a high degree of unifor
mity and/or expertise is involved. Such
decisions are best placed in central loca
tions. Other highly personal or context
dependent matters such as improving
school-community relations are best dele
gated to local actors who know the par
ticulars of specific situations.

As a general rule, it makes sense to locate
decisions close to the source of informa
tion about variation. Thus, for example,
district inspectors· are more likely to know
the special needs of the schools they super
vise. than regional officials. In that sense
inspectors ought to be given the discretion to
decide which schools to devote their ener
gies to. Yet~f inspectors lack the capacity to

make "good" decisions, the responsibility
should be moved "up" to a higher level. It is
also important to consider the incentive~ in
administrative structures. If irispectors are
rewarded equally for spending time at more
and less accessible schools, they are not
likely to visit difficult schools very often. Of
course, financial incentives may not be the
only or most important factors driving edu
cators, where compliance is less important
than enthusiasm and innovation.

Education improves when administrative
structures enhance the capacity of educators
to do their jobs. Thus, reforms that increase
collegiality and a focus on instructional

Consider the requirements an~ context
dependence of each administrative
function
Locate the decision at the nearest capa
ble level to the information
Considerthe incentives at work; .
Remember morale .
Design structuresto enhance capacity
Design structures to ensure .
accountability

• Tighten control over outcomes; loosen
control over means .

tasks such as school clusters and supervi
sion of teachers by principals are·likely to
improve education. At. the same time, gov
ernance structures that fail to hold decision
makers accountable for their decisions are
likely to fail. Accountability is often tight
ened in ways that have little to do with the
desired outcomes. For example, a system
seeking to improve quality may require
teachers to spend a prescribed· period of
time on each subject. The intent is to ensure
coverage of the entire curriculu'm, ·but the
effect may be· detrimental' to teachers' best
professional efforts~ A better approach
might be to tighten control over the d~sired

. outcomes, eg pupil test scores,· but loosen
control over the means of achieving the out
come. Leaving the means unspecified gives
to teachers the challenge of finding ways to
achieve the objective. This too is a form of
decentralization. .:.

James Williams isEditor ofThe Forum at the
Harvard Institute for International
Development.
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Lessons in Educational Decentralization:
A Note for Policymakers
by Juan Prawda

For the past twenty years many countries
have tried to decentralize education. There
are various reasons: to improve the finance,
efficiency and quality of education systems;
to redistribute political power; and to pro
mote political stability. This note summa
rizes research which asked whether such
conditions actually improved during decen
tralization of education in four countries.
Based on analysis of the experience of

Argentimt, .Chile, ·Colombia and Mexico
between 1980 ;md 1988, the note concludes
with lessons for policymakers1

•

Were Goals Achieved?

1) During the decentralization process did
the financial-burden of education shift from
central governments to subnational govern
ment units and/or the private sector?

Answers vary by country and level of ed.u
cation. -Chile and Mexico were unable to
shift the financial burden ofprimary and
secondary education from their central gov
ernments. However, Argentina did shift
much of the finance of public primary
schools to the provinces. In Chile the pri
vate sector took on much of the burden of
financing higher education, though with
public subsidies.

2) During decentralization were additional
resources generated for education?

Except for Argentina, the evidence suggests
the opposite. Education expenditures shrank
even more rapidly than general government
spending. These reductions are most likely
a result of general economic decline and
structural adjustment policies rather than

decentralization. But it is clear that decen
tralization itself did not increase resources.

3) During decentralization did enrollment,
repetition and dropout rates improve?

Access to education was increased during
this period both in countries that decentral
ized education and those that did not. Net
enrollment in preschool and primary educa
tion increased. Primary dropout and repeti-

tion rates declined. Primary com
pletion rates improved. At the
same time all countries spent
fewer resources. These results
suggest that decentralization was
not an important factor in enroll
ment and internal efficiency,
though it may have helped
improve productivity.

4) Did the quality of education
imprc:ve during decentralization?

'E Unfortunately, Chile is the only
~ country of the four with reliable
~ .
~ cognitive achievement data.

Results for Spanish and mathe
matics from the 1982 and 1988 _national
standardized tests showed declines of 14
and 6 percent, respectively. The gap on the
Spanish test between the highest scores
(found in paid-private schools) and the low
est (in high-risk municipal schools)
widened during this· period. These results
suggest that quality did not improve during
decentralization.

5) Did equity improve?

Outcomes are mixed. During decentraliza
tion in Chile, differences between schools
in achievement test scores increased.
During decentralization in Mexico and
Argentina however, regional differences in
preschool and primary coverage, repetition
and dropout rates -and primary completion
rates grew narrower.

Lessons for Policymakers

- Additional information gathered during the
research suggests:

• Decentralization is not an end in itself

• Decentralization does not automatically or
necessarily increase productivity, equity
or quality

• Successful decentralization requires:
- Full political commitment from all lev

els of decisionmaking
- Clear specification of which educational

functions could be better delivered at
central levels, smaller decentralized gov
ernment units and/or the private sector

-Clear definition of accountability for
each participant

- Implementation strategies and timetables
- Clear operat~onal manuals. and proce-

dures
- Continuous training in skills to be per

formed at central and decentralized units
- Continuous monitoring by policymakers

and officials
-Enough financial, human· and physical

resources to sustain the process

• Results of educational decentralization
take a long time to appear. In Mexico and
Chile results began to surface five years
after the process began. .

• Continuous changes in central and local
personnel undermine decentralization
(Colombia and Argentina). However,
retaining experienced staff increases the
likelihood ofsuccess (Mexico). Time per.:
mits officials to learn, design,· test, fine
tune and buy into decentralization.

• Introducing market mechanisms into edu
cation hurts low income groups who do
not have the information or income to take
advantage of consumer choice.

Incentives and disincentives are needed. to
encourage desired behavior and discourage
inefficiency and mismanagement. A· good
incentive is "matching grants," which per
mit local government to raise money which
is matched by central government. An
effective disincentive is making local
authorities legally accountable for unrea
sonable budget deficits. .:.

Juan Prawda is Senior Education Specialist in
the Latin American and CaribbeanRegion of
the World Bank. He can be contacted at 1818
H Street Nl¥, Washington DC 20433, USA.

1 This note synthesizes findings published in: Prawda.
Juan, 1992, "Educational Decentralization in Latin

. America: Lessons Learned," A View from IATHR, No
27. Washington DC: World Bank; and a forthcoming
article in the International Journal of Educational
Development (1993).
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Recommendations for
Decentralizing Education in Paraguay
by Donald Warwick

In 1992 Paraguay asked a team of consul
tants to suggest· ways of decentralizing its
public education system. Government offi
cials strongly endorsed such a move. They
claimed that the current system gave too
much power to the federal government and
took too little account of regional differ
ences in history and culture. But when asked
how decentralization should take place, they
had little to say.

Such confusion about the practical meaning
of decentralization occurs in many coun
tries. Centralization and decentralization
may not be the opposites they would appear
to be. Decentralizing authority to local areas
for example may strengthen central control.
In Paraguay rural teachers complain that
they must pick up their salary checks in the
capital city.and that they have no place to
cash thos.e checks. The central ministry
could require its staff to distribute checks to
rural teachers and ask government banks to
cash the checks. Those steps might be
called decentralization, but they would
strengthen central power in local areas.

For decentralization to be effective,
Paraguay must learn from the experience of
other countries l

• These experiences show
that successful decentralization requires not
only a clear sense of what must be done and
who will do it but also the political support,
budget, management, staff motivation and
training necessary to make it happen.

To succeed, a major decentralization pro
gram must have strong, visible and continued
backing from the President, the Minister of
Education, those who set the national and
regional· budgets. and' other political leaders.
A study of four large development programs
in Indonesia found that the visible commit
ment of President Suharto was critical to
their success2• Unless the President of
Paraguay and other key political leaders
make educational decentralization a top pri
ority, it will not be carried out. To provide a
Clear sense of direction, the government must
carefully define what will and will not be
decentralized. It must decide which functions
will be kept in the· central ministry, which
will be assigned to local areas and which will
be shared. Experience" elsewhere is clear that
shifting activities to local areas creates
demand not orily for work there but for joint
responsibilities with central authorities.

What is a reasonable division of .tasks
between central government and local
areas? The central ministry might be
responsible for national curriculum, setting
teacher training and certification standards,
fixing the length of the school year and pub
lishing textbooks. With adequate staff, local
areas could develop materials on regional
history and culture. They could decide
about opening new schools, supervise
teachers and schools, distribute textbooks,
and adjust the school year to local condi
tions such as harvests. The central ministry
and local areas could share responsibility
for integrating national and regional curric
ula, publishing textbooks incorporating
those curricula, and training teachers to
meet national and local standards of quality.

Before the government tries such a plan, it
must ask if its initiatives can really be car
ried out. Iointcurricula will make little
sense if, as in Paraguay, it is unclear which
regions need local curricula, there are no
curriculum specialists working in local
areas, no budget exists for regions to devel
op their own curricula, and no specialists
are available fo integrate national and
regional materials.

To move from plan to field activities, the
government must decide who will carry out
the decentralized tasks, whether they will be
motivated to do so and how they will be
trained. Will those assigned new tasks work
for the federal ministry or local authorities?
Because Paraguay now has no local offi
cials and will not have regional governors
until elections, planning for decentralization
before those elections is difficult.

It is also unclear whether officials assigned
to carry out decentralized activities will
have the skills and motivation to do so. In
Mexico the central government prepared for
decentralization by offering careful training,
seconding personnel to meet local staff
shortages, supervising local projects and
providing other help where needed. Mexico
thus showed a level of political commitment
that so far is missing in Paraguay.

Any large-scale program of decentralization
will spark opposition from politicians,

. administrators, teachers, unions, parents and
others affected by the changes. Central offi
cials may feel that they are losing power or

authority. Teachers may prefer to be paid
and supervised by the federal government
rather than local authorities. Teachers'
unions often see decentralization as an
attempt to undercut their collective bargain
ingpower. Parents may complain about
lower quality education. To deal with such
opposition, managers need strong political
commitment from federal and local officials
and a willingness to make changes in
response to valid criticism.

Finally, decentralization will take time.
Those affected by the shifts in responsibility
will change their attitudes and behaviors
very slowly if at all. This is likely to be par
ticularly so in Paraguay, where all appoint
ments in government schools are. now made .
by the federal Ministry of Education and
local areas have little responsibility. Many
will oppose decentralization, and others will
wonder if it is necessary. Even if all these
conditions are met, major changes will· take
10-15 years to become permanent. Hence
before the governm'ent begins decentraliza
tion, it should decide whether it has the abil
ity, will, resources and. public acceptance to
carry it out. If not, it might begin with small
er initiatives, 'such as delivering paychecks
to teachers in rural communities and requir
ing local branches of government banks to
cash them. .:.

Donald Warwick is Institute Fellow at the
Harvard Institute for International
Development. This work was carried out as
part ofa larger project commissioned by the
Advisory Commission on Educational Reform,
of the Government ofParaglj.ay, with funding
from USAID under Project ABEL. The com
plete report, "Analisis del Sistema Educativo
en el Paraguay, " is being published in
Spanish by the Centro Paraguayo de Estudios
Sociologicos, AsunCion, Paraguay.

1 See Prawda, Juan, 1992, Educational Decen
tralization in Latin America: Lessons Learned.
Washington DC: Latin America and Caribbean
Region, World Bank;' Conyers, D, 1984,
"Decentralization and Development: A Review of the
Literature," Public Administration and Development
4: 187-97.

2 These studies were carried out from 1979 to 1984 by
Development Program Implementation Studies of the
Harvard Institute for International Development.
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'Toward Democratic Governance of' Education
in a New South Africa
by the Governance and Administration Research Group, National Education Policy Investigation 1
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_~~gure 1_._System _Perspectiv~ , ~.: _" :~:-i. _:~~:~

Dispute over governance in education has
characterized South African' political life
throughout the century. Attempts to change
education in South Africa will have to give
careful thought to how the system will be
administered. Demands for a unitary
democratic system of education have
grown with the struggle against apartheid.
.The government has. controlled most tech
riical expertise. Thus policy statements pre
pared, by citizens outside government have
not been sufficiently developed to be con
sidered as. alternatives to government
proposals. With this. background the
Nadonal Education· Co~ordinating
Committee (NECC) established the
National Education Policy Investigation
·(~EPI). An important part of NEPI's
work is preparing policy. options for
governance of education after
apa~theid. The new system is to be
democratic in both formulation and
implementation of policy.

In doing this, it Will, be necessary but
, not enough to guarantee democratic par
ticipation. It is also important to consid
er th~. role of the state vis a vis civil
society and the structure and. distribu
tion of.power. School governance can-

'. not ch'ange broader inequalities. But
power imbalan~es' can Qe made visible
if their structures are open to public par

.Jicipation in their tasks, composition
,and p~ocedures. Thus in South Africa a
, centralization-decentralizati9n dichoto-
my~js less meaningful. than asking who
",iiI participate in making what deci
sions 'about and for whom, with what
resources and under what conditions.

The investigation included participants' val
ues and assumptions. There was no attempt
to force consensus. Instead, two different
perspectives emerged on organizing a more
democratic system of school governance.
The report is less a blueprint than a frame
work for thinking about possible new gov
ernance structures.. Such a new system can
not simply' be created from technical
processes. However, information and exper
tise can playa critical role in informing
what are ultimately political decisions for
which decisionmakers must be politic~lly

accountable.

Governance in the Old System

South Africa has developed a very complex
education system. Based on apartheid ideol
ogy, separate administrative systems were
set up for each racial group. This has led to
19 separate education departments, 17
employing agencies, 14 cabinets and 12
education acts. The racial and ethnic frag
mentation of the system led to both duplica
tion and poor coordination. Though each
department may seem' autonomous, in fact,

Reprinted from National Education Policy Investigation. 1992, Governance and
Administration. Cape Town: Oxford University Press I NECC.

the South African cabinet makes all impor
tant funding decisions. Thus, unequal
resource allocations have maintained
inequalities of race and class. The
Government, for example, spends four
times the resources educating a white child
as a black child.

The combination of complex' administration
and very centralized control has created long
lines of accountability. The complexity of
administration weakens challenges. from
below. Challenges are aimed at local offi
cials who have little authority to respond.

This further weakens the' authority of local
education officials and does not solve the
real problems. Administration is well devel
oped at regional and higher levels. There are
few effective governance structures' at the
district level, however. Policy is formulated
by bureaucrats with little' public input. The
closed, top-down, secretive style of bureau
cratic policy-making has made the policy
process difficult to see. Limited decentral
ization has not opened the policy process to
teachers, parents, students and interest

groups. Thus there is little political
accountability to the mass of people.

The Two Perspectives

In searching for concrete proposals, the
research group crystallized their views
into two separate proposals. For conve
nience, they are called the "system" and
"school. governance" perspectives. Both
perspectives grow out of the five NEPI
principles of non-racism, non-sexism,
unity, democracy and historical redress.
Both are based on the governance val
ues of efficiency, equ'ity and quality.

System Perspective '

Beginning with a macro, systemic view
of change, the system perspective focus
es .on structures and processes to make
the education system more democratic
and accountable. A basic assumption is
that any change in governance will be
heavily influenced by existing struc-

'tures. Systematic historical analyses of
the existing system can identify oppor
tunities and constraints on change. The
system perspective assumes that change
should not be imposed from the centre
but negotiated among interests at each

level. The following principles will guide
negotiation of a new governance system:

• cmmnitment to the core values

• widest possible participation, balanced
against efficiency, coherence and national
unity

• political and administrative accountabili
ty: decisions to be taken as close to the
people directly affected as is possible for
effective, efficient administration

• a coherent unitary national education sys
tem
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The school board will govern education at
the local level. Catchment will be defined in
areas small enough for effective administra
tion but large enough to break down current

Whatever specific structures are adopt
ed, realizing a more participatory and
accountable system will, require a great
deal of capacity-building at school,
local and regional levels. In addition,
district education authorities and school
boards must have meaningful access' to
resources. The new system will draw on
the existing bureaucracy; and there is· a
need to identify key officials to be

retrenched or replaced. Equally clear is the
need for intenstve bureaucratic training iii a
new culture6fpublic management-' This
new culture will include affirmative action
to correct current gender ,and' racial imbal-

. : ....

ances. .:.

1 This article has been abstracted from Governance and
Administration -and'The' Framework Report and Final
Report Summaries, both prepared by the National
Education Policy_ InvestigationlNECC and available
from Oxford University Press (1992). .

two modes-management and representa
tive. The management mode, a responsibili
ty,ofgovernment, will manage_schools on a
day-to-day. basis. The representative mode,
a responsibility of parents, teachers and stu
dents, will be a formal way of challenging
school management. Representatives will
be accountable to the people or organiza
tions they represent. Each governing' body
at each level of the system will have some
members in management and others in' a
representative capacity. The two modes will
permit school governance to be challenged
from both within and outside the system.

The two perspectives differ mainly in how
NEPI goals are to be realized. The system
perspective puts the participation of interest

groups in consultative councils. The
school governance perspective allows
participation at each level of the· system.
The system perspective sets up separate
groups to formulate, manage, monitor
and evaluate policy. School governance
provides for different' ways' of partici
pating in single policy bodies at each
level of the system. !he different levels
of the system are linked by' broader
advisory groups.

Toward the New System

Additional infonnation can be obtainedfrom
eitherPeter Buckland at The' Urban
Foundation, PO Box 1198, Johannesburg
2000, or Linda Chisholm, EPU, University of
Witwatersrand, Private Bag 3,Witwatersrand
2050 Johannesburg, South Africa.
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-----. Direct representation
&participation

As shown in Figure 2, the national ministry
of education will be responsible for key
deCisions such as national curriculum and
finance. Even so a place is' reserved for rep
resenting the views of interest groups from
the broader communities. Regional educa
tion boards wi~l manage education in specif
ic areas. They will be geographically
defined to cut across current artificial ethnic
lines. An important regional function will
be to distribute funds to school boards and
to equalize resources, particularly in previ
ously under-resourced areas.

inequalities. School boards will set policy
(within national guidelines), appoint teach
ers and redistribute physical and human
resources to ensure fairer use than in the
past. School boards will be made up of rep
resentatives from PTSAs (parent teacher
student associations), government offices
and interest groups. PTSAs will govern at
the school level. Actual administration will
be the respon~ibility of the school principal
and administrative personnel,who will
report to the PTSA.

Finally, the school governance perspective
proposes policy forums be set up between
each two levels of the system. These bodies
will monitor and advise but not execute pol
icy. They will also link the different levels
ofgovernance for greater system coherence.

School governance will be separated into

School level

National level Ministry of Education

-------~-------
: Association of Regional Ed. Boards I
--------A~--""F....:.- Civil

Regional level Regional Ed. Board .... : -: society
... _ - - I structures

[".!iS~~~~~~~~~~~ ~ ,/... ~7 I

Local level I School boards I" "

I
~~~~~~entation
only for sectors
directly
involved in

V schools

Management executive I ~:~~he~~entsl
'----------..... students)

Managemenl mode Representation mode

This structure provides clear account- 
ability ,for policy and implementation. It
also permits negotiated autonomy at the dis
trict level-for a phased transfer of authority
over certain issues. The approach requires
that discretion be clearly defined at each
level. 'Actual allocation of functions will be
negotiated among interest groups.

School Governance Perspective

The second position is the school gover
nance perspective. This position begins with
the need for democratic, accountable partic
ipation of parents, teachers and students in
governing' education at the school level. A
framework of supporting institutions is then
proposed for each of four levels. Unlike the
system perspective, the school governance
perspective does not separate policy func
tions. Instead, it proposes a single hierarchy
with different types of participation in gov
ernance.

• different ways of participating in policy: a
wide cross-section of groups will formu
late policy, while other more directly
accountable groups will adopt and imple
ment policy

• different policy rights: the rights to make
decisions, to be consulted and to be
informed about decisions

Education will be provided by aunitary sys
tem of four levels (national, regional, local
and school). The policy process will involve
four domains (policy formulation and con-

- sultation, adoption, implementation and
monitoring). See Figure 1.

Policy will be formulated by consultative
groups, composed of major stakeholders
described in law. These groups will give
political authorities access to public
opinion, and allow organizations in civil
society to lobby authorities. Policy will
be adopted by politically-accountable
authorities at each level (Minister of
Education, regional authority ~ local
authority, school governing bodies).
Policy, will implemented by the admin
istration (national department of educa
tion, regional department of -education,
district education authority and school
management committee); In ad-dition,
there will be aunique monitoring body,
which will report directly to the
National' Assembly. This' body will be
responsible for monitoring equity and
quality targets, gathering data for, plan
ning, giving coherence to the system
and performing an advocacy function.
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Predicaments of Decentralization
based on reports of the Decentralization, Finance & Management Project 1

Many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa have
taken steps to decentralize public services.
The purposes are to increase the efficiency
of public services, the participation of
clients and the responsiveness of providers
to local needs. Decentralization policies
have often been introduced together with
structural adjustment policies. The two are
linked by concern for efficiency.

After more than a decade, it is reasonable
to ask whether decentralization has
achieved its stated goals. Have participa
tion and efficiency increased? Are services
now more in line with the needs and prefer
ences of Citizens, especially in rural areas?
To answer these questions, the Decen
tralization, Finance and Management
Project conducted field research in Ghana,
Nigeria and the Ivory Coast. All three coun
tries have implemented policies of both
decentralization, and structural adjustment.
The research focused on education and
health as typical government services.

In all three cases, country teams concluded
that decentralization. failed to achieve its
stated objectives. Decentralization took
place largely on paper. Local governing
units (LGUs) were' given· new responsibili
ties but little, real authority either to raise
revenue or design serviCes to' meet local
needs.

The Dilemmas of a Decentralizing
Center

Several factors explain these failures. The
push and design of decentralization came
from central government officials and inter
natiOIl;al donors not local communities.
Decentralization was started mostly because
the· central government, under structural
adjustment, could no longer afford to pay
for services. The three countries lack a tra
dition of strong local government indepen
dent of national government. The LGUs
were primarily responsible for decentraliza
tion. However, their structures (staff size,
,facilities etc), responsibilities and funding
were set by the central government not by
local demand,participation or interest.
LGUs were set up independently of any
existing traditional community governance
bodies. Because of limited tax bases in rural
areas and limited' authority to impose new
taxes, most LGUs depended on the central
government for funding. Not surprisingly

their primary orientation
was toward the center
rather than to clients.

The LGUs were required
both to support centrally
mandated local adminis
trative structures and to
provide services to local
people. With limited
funds, it was impossible
to carry out both tasks.
Burdened with regula
tions, responsibilities and
deconcentrated ministeri- &
al units, LGUs had little ~
ability or incentive to ~

control expenses-per
sonnel, administrative or overhead. The
LGUs did attempt to mobilize local
resources. However the funds went to sup
port the bureaucracy, not services of local
interest. In the process, the LGUs lost credi
bility with local residents. Tax increases did
not lead to improved services.

In attempting to increase local support,
LGUs lobbied central governments for
grants to augment their own resources. This
increased LGU dependence on central gov
ernment and slowed down development of
autonomous, effective local governance.
Dependent on central government funding,
LGUs failed to use existing local resources.
They also ignored the institutional capacity
built up in many communities through
community development associations
(CDAs). Thus, in many ways organization
al incentives worked against the, respon
siveness of local government to the needs
of local people.

Because of the difficulty of firing staff, bud
get cuts required by structural adjustment
were taken mostly from operating budgets
rather than from the bureaucracy. Without
necessary materials and support, service
delivery' was further weakened along with
the credibility of decentralized government.

In many cases LGU officials were elected
by constituents. However, LGUs were too
constrained by finance and regulations to
deliver the promised services. The right to
vote for a local official lost its meaning as
that official.had little power to improve
local conditions. At the same time there was
no feedback from recipients of services to

central officials, who still held most of the
real power. Thus the limited participation of
rural citizens had little impact on the educa
tion services they received. Not surprising
ly, people 'paid little attention to LGUs.
Instead they devoted'their energies to court
ing the c~ntral government.

Conclusions and Recommendations

In none of the countries did the efficiency
of educational delivery improve. And the
control and influence of the central govern
ment did not change. Instead, LGUs became
more dependent on central funding.
Administrative deconcentration occurred,
but without the devolution of decisionmak
ing and fiscal authority. Decentralization
meant greater taxation but not greater ser
vices, which actually decreased under bud
get constraints., At the same time, many
local self-governing institutions continue to
provide efficient services that governments
have not provided.

Based on these observations, two general
recommendations can be made. First, poli
cies should work to increase the service
provision of local governments. Second,
government should support and build on the
strengths 'and capacities, of local self-gov
erning institutions.

More specifically, national governments
should further loosen control over local tax
ation. Local governments should be permit
ted to trim overhead costs by reducing staff
to locally adequate levels. Alternative
approaches to local governance that rely
more on local institutions such, as the com-
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munity development associations should be
encouraged. Local governments can rein
force service orientations by identifying and
supporting local self-governing institutions.
Central governments should allow localities
greater freedom in shaping their LOU insti
tutions. Parent Teacher Associations and
other local feedback mechanisms should be
established. Communities should be encour-

aged to improve their problem-solving
.capabilities and to form special service pro
vision districts. .:.

1 The Decentralization, Finance & Management Project
is funded by USAID and managed by Associates in
Rural Development of Burlington, Vermont, in col

'_Jaboration-with Syracuse University and Indiana
University.

This article is based on reports by the
Decentralization,- Finance & Management
Project, funded by USA/D. More information
on the project and copies ofthe reports on
which this article is based can be obtained
from Louis Siegel, Associates in Rural
Development, 110 Main Street, Burlington, VT
05402, USA.
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Lessons from Street and Working. Children Programs:
Implications for Decentralization
by Anthony DeWees, Hartley Hobson, Peter Easton and George Papagiannis

Brazilian street children often band together in gangs
for mutual support and as a substitute for the family and
to survive.

We define street and working children
broadly to include all children living or
working in situations bad for their growth
and well-being. There are over 100 million
such children throughout the world.
Communities in many countries have set up
innovative programs to respond to the
abuse, exploitation and neglect facing street
and working children. Programs usually
provide a mix of services-counseling,
health· care, self-awareness, education, job
training and group organization. Programs
are usually run by nascent voluntary groups
and are. able to serve only a small segment
of the growing population. In many cases
governments have given little support or
have actively opposed such organizations.
Yet as street and working children have
become more visible, governments have
been challenged to give local organizations
more authority and resources.

Decentralization as an Iterative
Process: Programs for Street and
Working Children

Such a dynamic represents what might be
called an "iterative process of decentraliza
tion" between local communities and gov
ernment. Governments need grassroots pro
grams to provide context-sensitive services
that meet local needs. Such programs must
rely on government policies and resources

for expansion, legitimization and legal pro
tection of children's rights. The evolution of
programs for street and working children
suggests factors crucial in this process.

How do programs emerge?

Most programs start with a focus on a par
ticular community problem, usually some
thing very apparent. A Belgian priest began
Kenya's Undugu Society to respond to the
growing numbers of "parking boys" who
lived dangerously on Nairobi's streets. The
Passage House in Recife Brazil began as a
response to the emotional and physical
health needs of street girls exploited
through prostitution. Program organizers
spend a lot of time in the beginning "hang
ing out," talking to children in their natural
environs, learning about their problems and
involving them in imagining solutions.
Developing a sensitive and complex under-

standing of children's situa
tions is essential to
responding effectively to
their problems.

Program leaders further
their understanding by net
working with others
churches, social workers,
doctors or attorneys. These
groups help each other learn
where the needs are and
what gaps can be filled.

~ Often a charismatic leader
~ plays an important role in
~ mobilizing groups around
~ the central problem.· Such a
~ leader may be critical in
~ raising funds. Volunteers

make up the majority of
staff in most organizations
for the first several months
or years.

The Politics of Implementation

Many street and working children programs
advocate politically for full human rights
for marginalized children. Organizers often
promote a different view of the child in
society-encouraging children to take 'On
the responsibilities of citizenship as part of
protecting their rights. For example, at
Colombia's Bosconia-LaFlorida children
and'youth are treated as citizen-participants.

Former street children govern the home in
which they live, elect a mayor and solve
problems by group consensus.

Many programs propose alternative views
of education and social. assistance. They
view the child and "family" (whether a
mother, father or peer group) as responsible
for the child's learning and development.
The Philippines Re<l;ch Up program orga
nizes residents of slum communities to
determine priorities for local government.
Though the extent varies, most programs
comment audibly on the lack of meaning
ful governmental involvement in these
children's problems. (In Brazil, street chil
dren have organized to take their concerns
to the national legislature.) If not directly,
then by example, programs advocate alter
native ways of helping street and working
children.

The Evolution of a Comprehensive
Approach

As programs gain more experience and
knowledge of their communities, they mod
ify services and strategies. At first programs
may provide only curative services-:-med
ical checkups or temporary shelter to those
most visible on the streets. Such programs
may become involved in prevention-pro
tecting children's health and safety in the
workplace, providing education and train
ing, reaching out to less visible domestic
workers and rural children. Families, peer
groups and communities may also get
involved in programs through income-gen
eration, community development or sanita
tion projects. Programs promote the child as
a member of a family and community. They
may encourage children to become active
and critical citizens who speak out and par
ticipate in local government.

The Limits of Bottom Up Efforts

Despite their best efforts, voluntary grass
roots organizations ultimately run into limi
tations. For instance, children may continue
to be exploited in the workplace, due to the
lack of regulatory muscle in child labor leg
islation. Schools operating on elitist
philosophies may continue to push out poor
children- charging high fees, meeting on
schedules that do not permit poor children
to work and teaching irrelevant curricula.
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The Center for Policy Studies in Education at
Florida State University is conducting a
UNICEF study of lessons learned from educa
tional programs for street and working chil
dren in Asia; Latin America and Africa.
Comments and communications are welcome.
Please contact the authors, Center for Policy
Studies in Education, 306 STB, Florida State
University, Tallahassee FL 32306, USA.

Brazil's street and working children pro
gram shows whatcan·-be achieved when
provision of services is seen as atwo-way
system of government and local service
providers. Local programs are· generaUy
best for reaching marginalized children. T()
function properly in the face of complex

. .- I .-;.-
socIal problems, however, demands·'a polF·
cy climate that supports development of
local institutions. .:.

tices into the municipality's programs.

This change in the decisionmakirig process
has meant that NGOs and other groups
working with street and working children
have seen their role shift. Rather than pro
viding direct services as an alternative to
the state system, they now monitormunici
pal efforts and mobilize citizens to ensure
that municipal-resources and. poliCies are
implemented according to law.

Conclusions
Grassroots prograrns
are needed to provide
context-specific
services that respond
to local needs, while
local programs must
rely on· governrnent
policies and resources

for expansion,
legitimization and legal
protection of children's
rights.

Tutelage Councils that represent given geo
graphical areas of the municipality.
Together the Municipal Child Rights
Council and Tutelage Councils integrate
community-specific services into a compre
hensive system. They expand system capac
ity by providing resources to community
groups or directly incorporating new prac-

Brazil is an example of iterative decentral
ization. Largely because of grassroots
movements, the government was pushed to
develop an appropriate policy environment
to weave local community efforts into a
comprehensive system. ~

-6
IJJ

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s a large ~

number of innovative programs for street ~
and working children grew up in Brazil. ~

(.)

Programs attended to diverse groups of dis- ~

advantaged .children, inc1udi~g stree~ chil- A child waits for scraps offood at McDonald's restaurant in Sao Paulo.
dren, narcotIcs runners and chIld prostItutes.
These programs developed a wide array of
context-specific strategies for advocacy,
education, training and health. Despite these
efforts, Brazil's children were badly under
served. Many government programs con
tributed to denying children their basic
rights and dignity.

Gradually, however, popular sentiment and
the restoration of democratic government
helped the government reconsider its role
vis a vis street and working children. The
1988 constitution, particularly the
"absolute priority" its language gives to the
rights of children, established a new frame
work for considering children's needs. Both
the content of programs and the policy for
mulation-implementation process were
restructured. The Child and Adolescent
Statute of 1990 codifies the constitutional
guarantees for· children in what has been
called the world's most progressive chil
dren's legislation.

Most of the authority for children's pro
grams is devolved from federal to state and
municipal levels. The municipality is
accountable for serving the needs of chil
dren. Specific procedures permit individuals
and community groups to legally redress the
failure of municipalities to meet their oblig
ations. The Municipal Child Rights Council
is the central coordinating authority for chil
dren'spolicies. It is composed of represen
tatives from municipal government and
children's advoc-acy and service groups.
The Council coordinates the election of

Programs may lack the resources to meet
some needs such as intensive psychological
counseling for children of extreme abuse.
Volunteers· may no longer suffice when
children require trained and experienced
staff to provide legal advice, medical treat
ment or long term, focused advocacy.
Without a coordinating body, programs tend
to duplicate or leave gaps in services.

A National Environment that
Supports Local Initiative: Brazil
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Decentralization, Teachers and the Improvement of
Classroom Instruction
by Jane Hannaway

Conventional wisdom says that dramatic
changes in the organization of education are
necessary to improve American schools.
Structural change, especially extensive
decentralization, is commonly suggested as
a way to achieve such improvements.

I conducted research in two well-regarded
decentralized school districts in the Western
US. The research supports the idea that
decentralization can have marked effects,
positive or negative, on how education is
carried out. However the effects differ from
those predicted by the standard paradigm.
The arguments for decentralization in other
types of organizations do not apply to
schools. Decentralization holds promise for
improving education, but only to the extent
that it affects classroom teaching and learn
ing, in particular the engagement of teach
ers in instruction.

Arguments for decentralization are general
ly based on a logic of information: actors
with the best information about a particular
process should have discretion to make
decisions about that process. Following this
logic, large organizations· and those with
non-routine technologies tend to decentral
ize decisionmaking authority. In large sys
tems top-level managers simply cannot
process the volume of information neces
sary to make all decisions. By necessity,
decisions are delegated to lower levels.
Similarly, decisions involving complex or
technologically-dynamic operations are bet
ter.made by those close to the information.
A central problem in organizational design
is developing ways of ensuring that those
lower in the hierarchy will act as those
higher in the hierarchy wish. This is known
as the principal-agent problem and is espe
cially important in decentralized systems.

The standard arguments for decentralization
make intuitive sense in education. Teaching
is a complex and dynamic process.
Teachers understand the process of class
room instruction and the particular needs of
their students better than central authorities.
Thus, decisions about classroom practice
should be located in the classroom or
school. Bureaucratic regulations and exces
sive centralization may prevent teachers and
school staff from using their professional
expertise most effectively. Thus, supporters
of decentralization expect that school-level

actors, freed from state and district regula
tions, will focus their efforts in ways that
will lead to greater student achievement.

However such arguments are built on two
faulty assumptions. First, they assume the
core tasks of educational organizations
(teaching and learning) are tightly managed
by central authorities. Second, they assume
that teachers have a well-developed under
standing of the teaching-learning process. A
large body of evidence suggests this is not
the case. Our understanding of teaching
technology is limited. And school systems
are already quite autonomous. Teachers
work in separate classrooms. Schools oper
ate fairly independently of school districts.
School districts function with considerable
independence of state and federal govern
ments, at least in terms of day-to-day teach
ing and learning. Thus if school-level
decentralization has positive effects on
classroom teaching and learning, something
else must be going on.

To find out what was different about educa
tion, I undertook research in two decentral
ized school districts known for their excel
lence. I found that decentralization in these
districts differed in at least four ways from
the assumptions in the literature:

1) Goal definition. The decentralization lit
erature assumes that teachers have well
defined goals, even if they differ from those
of system managers. However my research
found that teachers work with a only vague
sense of what they are trying to accomplish.
A key factor in successful decentralization
was some mechanism for helping. teachers
define their objectives more concretely.

2) Local Knowledge. The decentralization
literature assumes that teachers know more
about the product!on process than those
higher in the hierarchy. Decentralization
frees teachers to act on their knowledge. In
contrast, I found that successful decentral
ization promoted teachers' learning of new
and better ways of teaching.

3) Agency problems. The literature argues
that decentralization increases agency prob
lems, the difficulty organizations have in
coordinating the actions of agents (teachers)
with the wishes of managers (principals,
district officials, the public). My findings
suggest the contrary notion that decentral-

ization in education reduces agency prob
lems. In decentralized districts where teach
ers were involved in decisions about their
work, their professional lives were' more
rather than less observable and more open
to influence by others.

4) Controls and Incentives. The standard
paradigm assumes monetary incentives and
bureaucratic rules are primary influences on
teacher behavior. I found that social and
cognitive factors played a greater role in
teacher behavior.

Teachers in public schools are not overly
regulated; they are ignored. Central regula
tion turns the attention of critical actors,
particularly school and district administra
tors, away from teaching and learning. So
teachers in traditionally-organized schools
are likely to work in isolation. Teachers'
efforts are loosely directed, their learning is
limited. Their good work is not appreciated,
their bad work not corrected.

The daily lives of teachers and principals in
the decentralized systems I studied were
quite different. The most significant com
mon element was the way decentralization
generated interactions among school staff
around curriculum and staff development.
In one district the district-wide curriculum
defined the classroom focus of teachers.
The district staff development effort (and
related professional exchanges) helped
teachers learn to implement the curriculum.
In the other district an education reform
group helped teachers work collaboratively
to frame their work more concretely and
share knowledge of teaching.

Structural reforms that direct teachers'
attention to their central tasks, that help
them interact professionally around defined
common objectives, and that give them a
sense of mission are nearly certain to result
in more effective schools than traditional
structures of professional isolation. .:.

This article is excerptedfrom "Decentralization in
Two School Districts: Challenging the Standard
Paradigm, " in lane Hannaway and Martin Carnoy,
eds, 1993, Decentralization and School
Improvement: Can We Fulfill the Promise? San
Francisco: lossey-Bass. Dr. Hannaway is Professor
ofEducation at Stanford University (CERAS,
Stanford University, Stanford CA 94305, USA). Her
current research interests center on structural
reforms in education.
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What's Happening

June 27 - July 2,1993

World Association for Educational
Research, 11th International Congress

"The Role and Place of the Humanities in
Education for the World of the 21st
Century"
Jerusalem, Israel

Contact: Professor Yaacov Iram
Congress President
c/o International Ltd
P.O. Box 29313
61292 Tel Aviv, Israel
Tel: 972355102538
Fax: 972 3 660604

June 30 - July 31,1993

Educational Policy and Planning
Workshop

Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA

Contact: Dr Thomas Cassidy Jr
Harvard Institute for
International Development
One Eliot Street
Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA
Tel: 617-495-9720
Telex: 275276
Fax: 617-495-0527

July 4 - 8, 1993

4th Conference of the International
Association of Cognitive Education

Ramat Gan, Israel

Contact: Professor David Tzuriel
School of Education
Bar Dan University
Ramat Gan 52900, Israel

July 5 - 9, 1993

International Association of Special
Education, Third Biennial Conference

"Global Perspectives and Local Solutions
in Special Education-A Vision for the
Future"
Vienna, Austria

Contact: Congress Secretariat
1993 lASE Conference
c/o INTERCONVENTION
Austria Center Vienna
A-1450 Vienna, Austria
Tel: 43 1 23692641
Fax: 43 1 23 69 648

* The Forum is printed on recycled paper.

September 20 - 23, 1993

SEARRAG and Universitus Brunei
Darussalam

"Towards Education for All"
Negara Brunei Darussalam

Contact: Secretary
Organising Committee
"Towards Education for All"
Faculty of Education
Universiti Brunei Darussalam
Gadong 3186 Brunei
Darussalam
Tel: 673 2 427001
Fax: 673 2 427003

September 24 - 28, 1993

The Oxford Conference 1993

"The Changing Role of the State in
Educational Development"
Oxford, England

Contact: W I Ozanne
74 Billesley Lane
Birmingham B13 9QU, UK
Tel/Fax: 021 449 3839

Please send calendar submissions to:
The Forum
HIID, One Eliot Street
Cambridge, MA 02138 USA
Tel: 617-495-9478
Fax: 617-495-0527

Additional Reading. In addition to the refer
ences given, interested readers may wish to
consult:

Lauglo, Jon and McLean, Martin, The
Control of Education: International
Perspectives on the Centralization
Decentralization Debate. Studies in
Education (New Series) 17 London, England:
Heinemann Educational Books.

McGinn, Noel and other authors in
"Reforming Educational Governance:
Centralization-Decentralization," in Robert F.
Amove, Philip G. Altbach and Gail P. Kelly,
eds, 1992. Emergent Issues in Education:
Comparative Perspectives. Albany, NY,
USA: State University of New York Press.

Rondinelli, Dennis, 1990. Planning
Education Reforms in Developing Countries:
The Contingency Approach. Durham, North
Carolina, US: Duke University Press.

Weiler, Hans, in Hannaway and Carnoy,
1993 (see page 16).




