KYRGYZSTAN AND TAJIKISTAN
QUALITY LEARNING PROJECT

Program Assessment and Recommendations




KYRGYZSTAN AND TAJIKISTAN
QUALITY LEARNING PROJECT

Program Assessment and Recommendations

Prepared by:

Sean A. Tate Team Leader, |BS International
Duishon Shamatov JBS International/ University of Central Asia
Erin Weeks-Earp JBS International/Teachers College Columbia University

The authors’ views expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect the views of the United States
Agency for International Development or the United States Government.



Kyrgyzstan & Tajikistan QLP: Program Assessment & Recommendations

“l always thought that a teacher should be an actor, a performer.
Now we think of the teacher as a conductor, while the children are
the actors, the performers.”

32 YEAR VETERAN PRIMARY SCHOOL TEACHER IN VARZOB, TAJIKISTAN.
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Executive Summary

The USAID/ Quality Learning Project (QLP) project began on 30 September 2007' and is due to be
completed by 29 September 2012. The goal is to expand access to quality basic education in Tajikistan,
Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan and the focus of the project is on four main areas or Intermediate Results
(IRs) plus three additional tasks. This report and summary are structured around these elements.

The objective of this formative evaluation was to examine the four IRs and the three additional tasks of
the project, and to determine if the program targets were met in the most effective, efficient, and
relevant manner in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. The evaluation team was tasked with examining ‘how the
interventions of QLP, through a programmatic approach to build capacity at the central level of
government, are seated in the larger contextual situation in which education operates in both
countries.”?

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

I. Improved Quadlity of Teacher Training in Student-centered Methodologies

In IR I, QLP worked with in-service teacher training institutions to increase in-house capacity to develop
and advance education standards and teacher training courses, including revision of current courses to
include student centered methodologies. QLP provided select staff of the teacher training institutes with
extensive training and coaching, developing among them a corpus of local consultants who were
involved in designing and conducting teacher training and developing materials such as curriculum and
syllabus guides for teachers.

Pre-service teacher training institutions (pedagogical universities in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan and a
pedagogic college in Tajikistan) were also targeted, but with fewer visible successes. The project
fostered better and/or new working relationships between schools and pedagogical universities, District
Education offices, city and village governments by providing strong and effective models for mentoring,
monitoring, and pedagogical leadership. This area has great potential for future interventions, explained
in more detail in Section Three of recommendations.

2. Improved Quadlity of Student Assessment

The QLP focused on formative assessment, integrating it with the student-centered approaches targeted
in IR I. Both practices were well received by participating teachers and very relevant to their classroom
work. Promoting a practical, hands-on approach to teaching made a lasting effect that could have great
consequences for teaching and learning practices in the region. Summative assessment practices were
addressed to a lesser degree.

3. Greater Involvement of Teachers in Curriculum Reform

In Kyrgyzstan, syllabus guides were developed in four focus areas (Primary Education, Languages,
Mathematics, Pedagogy and Psychology). The Ministry of Education and Science (MOES) requested
technical assistance from QLP to apply this model to textbook and teacher guides developed by other
donors. Teachers are involved in publication of teacher lesson plans in a national newspaper on a regular
basis, with a competition on best lesson plans in focus subject areas; supplementary materials were
produced on classroom management, positive discipline, and other topics.

"In Kyrgyzstan, the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for implementing the project, however, was signed in October 2008 so the actual
implementation period was shorter than planned for this country.
2 JBS International. Technical Proposal, p3, April 12, 2011.
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In Tajikistan, capacity building of the Academy of Education has occurred which enabled development of
subject standards including learning objectives, approval of primary standards, and development of
supplementary materials. Exchange of good practices has been occurring via mass media and teachers
participate in curriculum discussions and revisions.

4. Increased Effectiveness of the Education Finance System

The accomplishments under this fourth IR are remarkable. QLP staff members have been involved in
both the teacher salary reform in Kyrgyzstan and the full rollout of the per capita finance reform in
Tajikistan. Schools reportedly feel a new sense of financial autonomy and so far they have reported
increases in financing. Open budget hearings at the school-community level have been held in both
countries for the first time in Central Asia which encourages transparency and accountability. The
Education Finance Working Group (EFWG) has successfully provided critical support to the policy
process which has been welcomed and valued by respective Ministries and other organizations alike.
Sustaining the momentum of educational finance reform made over the past 4 to 5 years, especially in
terms of quality and durability, however, will be a challenge. Teacher salary raises are sorely needed in
Tajikistan while per capita finance reform still needs to be rolled out in Kyrgyzstan. In Tajikistan, the
Ministry of Education, with the Fast Track Initiative (FTI-3) will continue to disseminate training
materials developed by QLP.

5. The QLP Approach and Methods: An Overall Finding

A significant result of the QLP project appears to be a systemic impact through the strategy of involving
key players/stakeholders such as pedagogical institutes and national academies of education as well as
the various actors at the different education levels, including at the crucial school level. Taking a holistic
approach and attending to the often overlooked ‘process’ element as QLP has done is a complex and
continuing challenge, but has to date been an important achievement.

Additional Tasks

QLP took on new initiatives as the times and circumstances required. These additional tasks varied in
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. In Kyrgyzstan, QLP worked in two geographic regions on two different
additional components:

Youth Aid Program for Education in New Settlements

The aim of this component was to contribute to education access for children in new settlements
though increased opportunities for school attendance. As a result of a 2010 household survey, QLP
identified and assisted out-of-school children with registration (propiska) issues, medical checkups, and
purchase of school supplies and uniforms. More specifically, pre-school training was provided for more
than 1000 children; over 700 children from low income families received school supplies and have been
enrolled in schools. Through this initiative, QLP has contributed to the creation of better social
cohesion between populations of Bishkek and new settlements (e.g. reduced divisions and stereotypical
relations). The main challenge is sustainability of this initiative after 2012 when QLP is completed.

Creation of Positive Socio-Psychological Atmosphere in Schools during Post-Conflict Period in Jalal-Abad Oblast?
In this component, QLP shifted its focus from quality to access due to very critical post-conflict
conditions in the region. In an immediate response to the post-crisis situation, QLP provided training
programs in peace-building for school administrators and key community members in three languages
(Kyrgyz, Russian, and Uzbek). The trainings sought to ease the tension and allay fear in the tense
situation so that teachers and children could feel secure in attending school.

? The tragic inter-ethnic clashes took place in the south of Kyrgyzstan during the summer of 2010. More than 400 people reportedly died.

Aguirre Division of |BS International 2
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The Safe School Program

The Safe School Program (SSP) was initiated in 2009 in Tajikistan in response to the growing safety
issues at schools. The SSP interventions in Tajikistan aimed to improve educational outcomes by
supporting both the school culture (becoming a safe zone) and improving relationships among school
staff (including teachers, nurses, and psychologists). The Safe School modules developed for teachers and
community members were well received. A manual for teachers was integrated to the psychology
courses at the Institute for In-Service Teacher Training and through seminar work and a Teacher’s Code
of Ethics was developed. Beyond health and safety, the modules also provided life skills such as goal-
setting, career planning, and contributing to society.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Assessment recommendations are organized by short-term and long-term horizons and address strategy
Goal |, improved reading skills in primary grades, and Goal 3, increased equitable education access in
crisis and conflict-affected environments of the new USAID Education Strategy. The provision of basic
education, when strengthened, should be a durable source of stability and recovery without the need to
develop extensive short-term alternative (emergency) forms of basic education. Experience on the
additional programs has positioned the QLP to generate good initiatives for future programming
focusing on increased education access in post-conflict situations.

Short-term (now until September 2012)

I. Develop public education finance capacity in Kyrgyzstan. The public finance system needs to be
functional and transparent, enabling robust use of the system by other donors as well as the
government.

2. Consider the possibility for local, contextualized, in-depth research, which can be undertaken
through Ministry, university, and Academy of Education partnerships to support evidence-based
decision-making. Building research capacity is an important goal for the education policy
community. Funding for in-depth quality research, which addresses broader educational
development issues in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, should be considered to supplement the quick
evaluation studies.

3. Create or develop existing Teacher Centers. Many of the beneficiaries thought that creation of
teacher resource centers would be timely and that they should fall under the Pedagogical College.

4. Document the mechanism for student-centered upgrading of curriculum materials to make it more
readily available to the colleges and other donors, enabling these organizations to take on materials
development themselves. QLP materials and products are esteemed and sought out by educators in
both countries. While nominally not within the scope of the project, a documentation of the step-
by-step process, made more visible and accessible, would be an invaluable legacy of QLP.

Long-term (Next two-year 2013-2015 or better five year project period 2013-2018)

5. USAID should consider changing its delivery strategy. An analysis of parallel intervention strategies
(not project-based work) would provide examples of how local staffs and partners could be better
supported, such as providing exposure activities (staff retreats, study tours) and technical assistance
inside of Ministries and their affiliates.

6. Teacher training should receive continued support, especially pre-service, with a focus on Kyrgyz
and Tajik language in literacy and primary grade reading. In order to foster understanding of the
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need to expand literacy strategies, an investigation into literacy strategies including local reading and
literacy expert input would serve as the groundwork.

7. The measurement of quality (for example, measuring reading levels) should be conceived together
with partners so that project monitoring and evaluation goals coincide with and can be integrated
into school monitoring and evaluation. In this way, generated improvements will be measured and
will be accessible to all the stakeholders and beneficiaries.

8. For testing and measuring literacy, summative assessment could be pursued, especially for the
development of tests to gauge higher order thinking. Moreover, to achieve more equitable and fair
assessment and selection into higher education, standardized and independent testing initiatives are
recommended in Tajikistan (similar to National Scholarship Testing in Kyrgyzstan). Tajikistan has an
underfunded, non-independent testing center to build on.

9. All three additional tasks of QLP are crucial and should continue, but perhaps could be merged. For
example, Safe School modules might be used in Kyrgyzstan target areas, or expanded to pre-service
teacher education curriculum.

10. The two-country approach could continue or separate country programs could be considered.
Regardless of the structure of interventions, as there has been so much learning from one country
to another (e.g. working on education standards, new salary structure, per capita), the
recommendation is that the USAID country teams continue to interact about every 6 months.

I'l. USAID should carefully scrutinize the Education Strategy in both Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to find
common interests and priorities concerning education, to position their goals with those expressed
by the respective Ministries of Education.

CONCLUSIONS

While the ‘impact’ lies ahead, many innovative and lasting education reforms have been brought to bear
through the USAID/QLP. This is due mostly to the agility of the project to re-position itself to address
the changing and chaotic circumstances in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. Because of the dedication and high
standards of hard-working staffs, gentle management, and a political willingness to try new things
(Ministries of Education in both countries as well as Ministry of Finance), the program has been a
success. QLP has not only been able to develop products and train people but has also been leading and
contributing to ongoing discussions about standards, curriculum reform, and education reform more
broadly. It was also, however, a bit ambitious given the timeframe and volatility in the region.

As a project, QLP has been very reflective and learned from its own missteps and successes, as well as
from the lessons of other projects that are operating concurrently or functioned before QLP. One vivid
example of this, shared on many occasions, is that QLP has built on organizational knowledge generated
by the PEAKS project. From the very beginning, QLP started working within ‘the system’ and decided to
develop capacity within existing, local institutions. This has been a good strategy, and in the words of
one consultant, QLP found ‘momentum.” Loosing this momentum would be unfortunate as QLP has
worked very actively to make a sustainable impact on the system.

In a testimonial to successes to date, QLP’s influence has had a ripple or multiplier effect outside of its
own program framework. This has occurred at many levels and in international organizations as well as
in local institutions, from the national level to non-targeted, neighbouring schools and teachers. It is
what most development programs hope for but seldom achieve.

Aguirre Division of |BS International 4
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I.INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

I.1 QLP Introduction

USAID’s programmatic efforts in education for Kyrgyzstan (KG) and Tajikistan (T]) have encompassed a
variety of projects and activities since 2003. Prior to QLP, USAID results have included the
development of in-service teacher training programs and a cadre of trainers, pilot introduction of school
finance mechanisms, and capacity building of teachers of school management. The USAID-supported
programs have included:

a. Participation, Education and Knowledge Strengthening (PEAKS) implemented by the Academy for
Educational Development (2003-2007). This project also took place in Uzbekistan (ending in
2006) with limited activity in Turkmenistan.

b. Improving Basic Education in Tajikistan (IBET)/Improving Secondary Education in Tajikistan (ISET),
implemented by the Aga Khan Foundation (2003-2007);

c. Step-by-Step, a grant to the Open Society Institute Assistance Foundation, Tajikistan (2002-2005).
The activities of Step-By-Step continued under the PEAKS program.

d. National Scholarship Test, in Kyrgyzstan, was implemented by American Councils from 2003-2005
and continued by the Center for Educational Assessment and Teaching Methods (CEATM) in
Kyrgyzstan from 2005 to present.

QLP is the second regional USAID project implemented in Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan and
builds on the lessons and achievements learned previously in basic education.* It is being implemented
through Creative Associates International, Inc, with sub-contracting work on education finance in
association with Abt Associates. The overall goal of the project is to expand ‘access to quality primary
and secondary education (in the three countries) and to build the capacity of pre-service and in-service
teacher training systems to enable students to achieve higher order thinking such as application,
synthesis, problem solving and critical thinking.”> The project incorporates child-centered pedagogy and
the use of formative assessment techniques as it targets in-service and pre-service teacher training
curricula. The project examines supplementary materials that teachers need in the classroom to ensure
improved student outcomes. It also continues to pilot and introduce reform of education financing by
providing technical assistance to per-capita financing (PCF) reforms in education in Kyrgyzstan and
Tajikistan.

The QLP project officially began on 30 September 2007 and is due to be completed by 29 September
2012. The Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) in Tajikistan was signed with the MOE in November
2007 while the MOU with Kyrgyzstan was signed in October 2008 so the actual implementation period
in this country was shorter than planned.¢ Whether this delay in Kyrgyzstan affected implementation of
the entire project is unknown. The QLP has an overall budget allocation of $13,947,788.7 This amount
is apportioned among the three target countries: Tajikistan, $6,274, 503; Kyrgyzstan, $5,879, 842; and
Turkmenistan $1,793,443. The most recent Quarterly Report of the project (January |-March 31, 2011)
provides a detailed account of progress being made according to the IRs and additional objectives.

* QLP is referred to variously as a “program” (USAID Task Order and |BS International Technical Proposal) and a “project” (QLP documents
such as Quarterly Reports). Every attempt will be made to be consistent but the two words may be used interchangeably in this document.

$ From USAID Quality Learning Project QLP Quarterly Report, January 1-March 31, 201 1.

® The QLP in Turkmenistan only got underway in January, 2010, with the first official activity implemented in April 2010.

” This information is cited in the QLP Quarterly Report for the period January |-March 31,201 1. The total amount is noted in the report as
following Modification # 10 of 24 December 201/ I, but presumably means 24 December 2010.
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I.2 Background on the Region, Development and Education

This evaluation covers Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan only. Despite many reform initiatives, the Soviet
institutions linger on; education systems in both Tajikistan (T]) and Kyrgyzstan (KG) have undergone
little change over the last two decades since the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Both countries have
received substantial support from multilateral and bilateral donors targeting increased access and quality
in the education sector. Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan have both managed slow if inconsistent economic
growth over the last decade but factors related to weak capacity and financial short-falls constrain a
desire within the Ministry of Education to more fully support education reform. Both countries have
received EFA Fast Track Initiative grants (Kyrgyzstan for an Early Childhood Development program and
in Tajikistan for School Infrastructure; Provision of textbooks and learning materials; Supply of furniture
and equipment; In-service training for teachers and school administrators; Training new management
and financing and strengthening fiduciary capacity in the education system; Data collection and analysis
with the Education management Information System (EMIS) and Grant Management.). The two countries
remain the poorest in the Central Asian Region.8

Despite positive inputs from donors, the education systems in both countries are in precarious
situations. Primary enrollments are 97 percent in Tajikistan at nearly gender parity; secondary
enrollments are 82 percent but the gender gap is significant with nearly 10 percent fewer girls than boys
attending.? In Kyrgyzstan, primary enrollment is at 83 percent while secondary enrollments are slowly
declining and now are at 79 percent. The rural-urban divide is of greater concern in Kyrgyzstan. On
several national and international tests, for example, the academic performance gap between rural and
urban students may be equivalent to at least two years of schooling.!® Tajikistan has not participated in
the PISA test.

Teacher professional preparation and classroom expertise are major constraints to quality education
provision in both Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. In 2005, only about two-thirds of teachers in both countries
had higher education degrees (T): 62 percent, KG: 68 percent).'! Teaching methodologies such as child-
centered teaching and modern practices such as distance learning are not generally in use.'2 Poor system
incentives (salary, workloads, and resources) persuade many teachers to slip out of the profession to
find other work and do not attract new candidates into the workforce. In Tajikistan, for example,
students attend pedagogical institutions by default; low scores on their university entrance examinations
disqualify them from entering other career paths. Similarly in Kyrgyzstan, the lowest performing students
in centralized university admission tests, called National Scholarship Tests, typically enter pre-service
teacher education institutions thus further undermining the prestige of the teaching profession and the
quality of education.!? After graduation, many of the student teachers never enter the profession. A
commentary by the International Crisis Group on the ‘decay and decline of Central Asia’ notes that
specialists in the two countries say that in the next few years, the countries will have few teachers left
to teach their children.'4

8 Kyrgyzstan's progress was brutally interrupted by the inter-ethnic violence in the south of the country in the summer of 2010.
9 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2009.

'®Reported on Eurasianet, December 13, 2010. http://www.eurasianet.org/node/62558 Accessed on 03.30.201 1.

' Data are from the respective national education strategies.

'2 Government of Tajikistan (2005) National Strategy for Educational Development.

B Silova, 1. (2009) ‘The crisis of the post-Soviet teaching profession in the Caucasus and Central Asia.” In Research in Comparative and
International Education, Vol 4 (4), 2009. Pages 366-382.
' International Crisis Group, Central Asia: Decay and Decline. Asia Report No. 201, February 3, 201 1.
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Reform is centrally-led and has had little input from
practitioners or students. The result is that curricula are
abstract and have little application to the demands of real
life.!s Curriculum reform has not been coordinated with
textbook development, teacher training, and student
assessment. Student assessment is teacher-centered and
tends to be summative in style rather than focusing on
improving learning outcomes.

Not surprisingly, unqualified and under-qualified teachers
lead to poor student learning outcomes. Despite reported
high adult literacy rates of 99 percent in both countries,'é
declining education achievements of school-age populations
may be more the reality. On both the 2006 and 2009 PISA!7
tests, Kyrgyzstan ranked last of participating countries. '8
From the 2009 test, one result showed that more than 80
percent of participating |5-year-olds had reading skills below
a Level 2, considered a “a baseline level of proficiency, at
which students begin to demonstrate the reading literacy
competencies that will enable them to participate effectively
and productively in life.” On a National Assessment of
Students’ Learning Achievements in 2007, more than 60

(In Kyrgyzstan) “....the incoherence
of the curriculum should be the
object of scrutiny; over the past
decade, new subjects have been
continuously added to curricula that
have traditionally been crowded with
a multitude of subjects; all with few
teaching hours allocated. The MoES
seems to have applied an ‘additive
approach’ to curricula reform in that
it has merely added rather than
revised or replaced learning content.
As a result, donor-supported
initiatives have merely been added
rather than fully integrated (or
possibly omitted) in a comprehensive
curricula reform.”

GITA STEINER-KHAMSI AND KETEVAN
CHACHKHIANI, DONOR INVOLVEMENT
ANALYSIS IN EDUCATION SECTOR
DEVELOPMENT IN KYRGYZSTAN: ANALYSES
AND RECOMMENDATIONS. APRIL 2008, p.14

percent of grade four students demonstrated below basic achievement in reading as well as in math, and
civic education.!® Tajikistan has not participated in any international assessments; however, given the
similar development patterns, shared Soviet experience, and its current rank as the poorest country in
the region, the assumption is that student performance would be similar to its neighbor-.

Evidence from Kyrgyzstan adds weight to that from other low-income countries, when available,
indicating that average student learning is quite low and that improvements in student learning lag
considerably behind improvements in access.2? Most national and international student assessments are
paper-and-pencil tests, administered at the earliest in grade 4; they therefore assume that students can
read and write already. Low scores on tests such as the PISA, however, may be more as a result of
poor reading ability rather than a result of students’ low content knowledge.

As reading skill is the foundational skill for all school-based learning,2! poor reading ability affects student
learning in all other subjects. Evidence from research on reading acquisition indicates that learning to
read early and at a sufficient rate of speed is essential for learning to read well.22 As students get older,
acquiring literacy becomes more difficult and children who do not learn to read in the first few grades
are more likely to repeat grades and eventually drop out. Moreover, children who do not learn to read

'® Steiner-Khamsi, G, S. Mossayeb, and N. Ridge (2007) Curriculum & Student Assessment, Pre-service Teacher Training: An Assessment in Tajikistan

and Kyrgyzstan. Columbia University, New York City.
' UNICEF Country Statistics and ADB (2010) Basic Statistics 2010.

'8 Some 57 countries participated in 2006 and 65 countries participated in 2009. The 2009 test focused on assessment of reading skill. On a
positive note, Kyrgyzstan saw an average score improvement of 26 points between the tests making it one of the top improvers in 2009.

19 Reported in UNICEF (2008) Country Profile: Education in Kyrgyzstan.
2 RTI (2009) Early Grade Reading Assessment Toolkit. USAID.

2! Dr. Reid Lyon ‘Overview of Reading and Literacy Initiatives’ Presentation given at the Committee on Labor and Human Resources. Washington

D.C. April 28, 1998
2 |bid RTI (2009).

Aguirre Division of |BS International



http://www.pisa.oecd.org/pages/0,2987,en_32252351_32235731_1_1_1_1_1,00.html

Kyrgyzstan & Tajikistan QLP: Program Assessment & Recommendations

well are deprived of many future opportunities for continued education, good employment, and a good
living standard. Therefore learning to read early and well is an absolute necessity for children. This is
reflected in the prioritization of improved reading skills as Goal One in the new USAID Education
Strategy.2? An Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) has been designed to assess foundational
literacy skills acquisition of children in grades 1-3. Such an assessment in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan will
provide a more accurate indicator of young children’s current reading ability leading to an identification
of potential areas for improvement that can be made in early education provision.

1.3 Donor Coordination

Donor coordination is addressed briefly here because it is an important element of the overall context
in which QLP works. The subject also warrants attention because of the advent of the Sector Wide
Approach (SWAp), multilateral efforts by the Fast Track Initiative (FTI), as well as the changing global
strategy in education by USAID. The topic has received attention in the development literature for
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Silova and Steiner-Khamsi (2009) refer to some NGO-implemented projects
‘as opulent islands in otherwise empty seas’ and unfortunately the track record, as reviewed in the
literature, gives the similar impression of many projects initiated by the donor agencies.

In one of the more scathing indictments of donor coordination, Cassidy (2009) notes that despite the
rhetoric and some efforts by donors and lenders, most groups working in programs and projects (in
Tajikistan, in this case) ‘seem content to do their own things with minimal meaningful sharing of results,
materials, activities and plans and little real effort at coordination of their activities.” (See long-term
recommendation |8). Apparently in Kyrgyzstan, the situation was even worse in earlier stages when the
QLP had to confront issues brought on by poorly-coordinated and communicated responses among the
multiple donors active in the sector, which were compounded by political overtones of individual
government-donor relationships. For example, ‘other donors created misunderstandings over the
definition and application of formative assessment.’2*

In summary, previous donor work has not left a particularly good foundation in either country for
sustainable, locally-controlled amelioration of education. Capacity building at critical central levels did
not take place sufficiently for the drive, the administration, and the implementation to be carried on its
own. 25 While consultative donor forums do exist in both countries, their overall effect appears to need
improvement. QLP has managed to overcome some of these development barriers and as a result, its
effects have spread far beyond project boundaries. The significance of this is described in further detail
below.

I.4 QLP: Achievements and Challenges

Implementation of QLP, as noted, formally began in October 2008 with the signing of a Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) in Kyrgyzstan. This was slightly more than a year later than the official beginning
of the project in that country (September 2007). That the QLP has managed to accomplish all that it has
in what appears to be a fore-shortened time period must be cited as both an achievement and a
continuing challenge. Project implementation is often where development work, including that in
education, falls apart because attention to the difficult and messy tasks of taking ideas from concepts and
proposals and putting them into practice requires action-oriented staff members with a practical and
grass-roots orientation along with leadership who can see the larger perspective. “The process needed
for effectiveness and getting to results happens on the ground. (Moreover, what passes for ‘innovative

B USAID (201 1) Education: Opportunity through Learning USAID Education Strategy. Washington D.C.
 Terrance Giles, email communication.
2 Report by Gita Steiner-Khamsi and Ketevan Chackhiani to the Ministry of Education and Science of the Kyrgyz Republic, April 2008.
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design’ in program or project work not grounded in implementation often simply leads to unicorns:
lovely to look at, but the essence of unreality).”26

QLP appears to have had a combination of good leadership and a dedicated and talented staff that have
provided the necessary elements for efficient and effective implementation. The achievements and
challenges of implementing QLP also appear in the analysis of each Intermediate Result (IR) and
Additional Task in this evaluation report.

From interviews and a review of PMP objectives and accomplishments, the process has not been easy
for QLP. While education projects in general can ‘tick off all the many small inputs and outputs (e.g.
number of trainings conducted) required by donors, the project may still not have any profound ‘impact’
(2 word used with care here as this is not an impact evaluation) on the system upon which it has been
asked to focus.

In noting significant results of the project, QLP appears to have made a systemic impact through its
strategies of involving key players/stakeholders such as pedagogical institutes and national academies of
education as well as the various actors at the different education levels, including those at the crucial
school level. Some examples of these successful strategies include:?’

Tajikistan:

e Prompting and stimulating the review of PTTI curricula for the purpose of identifying the
challenges within the existing documents and opportunities for improvement that will lead to
better prepared future teachers;

e Building the capacity and giving exposure to the specialists from the system, particularly from
the RTTI/FTI, to wider contexts of mentoring and leadership through training conducted by an
international consultant in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan;

e Conducting a one-day seminar for the primary methodologists of non-target areas (22 rayons)
on effective implementation of modified primary standards.

¢ Holding Effective Educational Finance Working Group (EFWG) meetings.

Kyrgyzstan:

e Supporting regional In-Service Teacher Training Institutes (ITTls) through the Kyrgyz Academy
of Education (KAE) by strengthening the KAE’s role and responsibilities (that were defined by a
MOES order in 2008;

e Supporting regional ITTIs from KAE leading specialists strengthening regional ITTIs capacity for
better performance in conducting in-service teacher trainings in the Kyrgyz Republic;

o Creating a database at the ministry level by the automated expenditure tracking system, installed
at MOES, to make systematic analyses of PCF (Per Capita Financing) implementation and
evidence-based decision-making in school financing.

Taking a ‘holistic’ approach to capacity development?® and attending to the often overlooked ‘process’
element, as QLP has done, is a complex and continuing challenge, but to date has also been an important

% Bryant, C. and C. Kappaz (2005) Reducing Poverty, Building Peace. Bloomfield, CT: Kumarian Press Inc. p. 161.

¥ These examples, among others, were submitted to USAID in the Quarterly Report, January |-March 31, 2010. USAID Quality Learning
Project (QLP). Creative Associates International and Abt Associates. |7-18 and 38-39.

2 Many excellent resources are available internationally for implementing such broad-strategy capacity development measures. UNDP’s
‘Capacity Development Group’ has available (online and in hard copy) a set of particularly rich and useful capacity development guides, manuals
and research studies. The World Bank also has many such materials, including the succinct ‘WWorld Bank Capacity Development Brief (May
2008) in which 10 points for a new operational approach to capacity development are outlined; Point No. 9 : ‘Build Capacity to Build Capacity’
would seem to have special relevance for the educational development situations in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan.
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achievement. With modifications for culture and context, such strategies, approaches, and methods can
be applied in other sectors and countries as well.

The challenges have been significant from the beginning, even without the constricted project time
period. First, the breadth of the project as originally conceived and accepted, is daunting in its range (the
range of the project’s messages has been a source of sensitivity from some sources, with the implication
that it should have been more narrowly focused). The focus of the project on the four original IRs is,
upon review, not as simple as it looks. The first IR (teacher training in student-centered
methodologies), for example, is in reality composed of three elements or components, each of which
comprises a major initiative (|) in-service teacher training, (2) pre-service teacher training, and (3)
improved capacity of education administration in mentoring, monitoring and pedagogical leadership.
Implementing these sub-components, and the other three IRs, has been a major challenge. Integrating
these IRs stands as an important QLP achievement.

To the four IRs were added three additional tasks (ATs). In Kyrgyzstan, these include the Youth Aid
Program (YAP) and the Creation of Positive Socio-Psychological Atmosphere in Post-conflict Period in Jalal-Abad.
These were initiated in response to the events of spring and summer 2010 in Kyrgyzstan in the north
and south part of the country respectively. In Tajikistan, the additional task has been the Safe School
Program. Before additional funding was added in the summer of 2010, management capacity of the
project was stretched very thin by the work under the four IRs and these additional tasks. The scope of
each of these tasks has represented a major challenge. Implementation of these tasks, and the
achievements and challenges, is described in more detail later in this report. The most recent QLP
Quarterly Report (January |1-March 31, 201 1) highlights the specific challenges of implementing these
tasks.

A corollary to the challenge of project breadth has been that of using limited resources effectively.
Although a financial analysis of the project is not part of this evaluation portfolio, it appears the QLP has
effectively targeted limited funding (in overall development terms, the total project cost, about 14
million US dollars, while significant, is not a huge amount) while limiting such expenses as study tours.

Each of the IRs has presented significant challenges. The pre-service training component of IR1 is
addressing an element of the educational system that not yet been tackled by other donor initiatives in
the 20 years since independence; therefore teaching staff have had little exposure to modern
pedagogical approaches in term of learning objectives and teaching methodologies.2? Apparent
difficulties have included: the low status of teachers, the lack of strong candidates being enrolled in the
PTTIs, and the decisions by graduates not to join schools upon graduation. Also reported was an
apparent lack of interest in the PTTls to make improvements. In Tajikistan, no QLP staff member was
available for this component until Fall of 2010. IR 2, the improved quality of student assessment, has
proven a hard objective to implement because of (1) the need to integrate it with other components, (2)
the focus of the governments on summative assessment, given the recent international testing results (in
Kyrgyzstan), and (3) confusion over the definition and application of formative assessment. In the
beginning, QLP sought to find its niche in terms of IR 3 (greater involvement of teachers in curriculum
reform), especially since other donors were involved in the curriculum area; in Kyrgyzstan, Soros
Foundation was working on a curriculum framework and the Asian Development Bank on subject-
oriented curricula.

¥ Respondents said that many larger donor organizations have been avoiding pre-service teacher education institutions as they thought it would
be a wasted effort, especially because a very low percentage (15-20%) of graduates ends up moving into the teaching profession.
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QLP chose to work with the teachers and help them conceptualize the curricula they use. Now QLP
conducts training programs for teachers on curriculum development, creating opportunities for them to
share experiences on how they develop learning objectives. IR 4, increased effectiveness of educational
finance systems, has of course been sensitive and complex, with the focus on per capita financing (PCF)
of schools, and transparency of budget hearings at the school level. The non-availability of qualified
school accountants continues to represent a significant implementation challenge. Context continues to
play an important role in the overall implementation effectiveness of QLP; for example, there is as yet
no clear strategy in Tajikistan to implement the transition to a 12-year education cycle and that affects
most of the initial plans of QLP, making the work of the project difficult. This overview only touches
upon conceptual and implementation details to be examined later in the report.

The overall challenge facing QLP in both Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan was outlined in a baseline study
conducted for a first cohort in 2009 by the project and published in 20103° (data from a follow-up study
were not available at the time of this evaluation). The purpose of the baseline study was to present QLP
with data on the academic skills of 4t and 7t graders taught by teachers trained within the QLP
framework in selected disciplines. Selected findings of this study included:

Tajikistan:
e Overall results indicate low level of academic skills among 4t and 7t graders especially in
reading (native language) across all schools;
e Overall, academic skills of high order were demonstrated very poorly. The academic skills of
low order prevailed, but were demonstrated at the below baseline level for the most part;
o |Initial level of academic skills among fourth-graders appeared to be the same for both target and
controlled schools, except for reading skills.

Kyrgyzstan:
e Overall results indicate a low level of academic skills among 4t and 7th graders in both
mathematics and reading (native language, motherland studies) across all schools;
e Academic skills of low order prevail over academic skills of higher order regardless of grades
and disciplines;
o Initial level of academic skills proved to be higher in target schools for both 4th and 7t grades in
all target disciplines.

The baseline survey recommended that:

“Both countries should put an emphasis on the importance of skills related to reading,
understanding, and working with different types of texts. Reading is a basic tool in learning and
lack of reading skills inevitably leads to negative consequences in learning all other school
disciplines. Due to the fact that in Kyrgyzstan and to a greater extent in Tajikistan, there are
serious problems with the development of reading skills among students, it is absolutely
necessary to recommend the Project to make a special emphasis on training instructors in text
processing methodology and techniques for developing students reading skills starting at the
very basic level.” (USAID QLP IMPACT ASSESSMENT, BISHKEK 2010. p.105)

The recommendation does not however, address a common problem facing students who do learn how
to read: what books, outside of school, and in the home, do students have to read? Is there a culture of
reading?

30 USAID (2010) Survey Report: Assessment of Student Academic Skills Progress in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. QLP Impact Assessment, Bishkek.
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This QLP evaluation, along with other limitations, was not asked to conduct an organizational analysis of
QLP operations and staff. One issue, cost, a challenge to the project, must at least be mentioned in
passing, demonstrated in the previous departure of some talented staff from this fast-paced, hard-
charging project for other programs that offer better remuneration. As QLP heads towards a 2012
closure, the challenge of retaining its major asset, staff, will grow more difficult and has implications for
quality of QLP deliverables and long term sustainability.

Some of the achievements of QLP have been already woven into this overview; others deserve
additional mention. In terms of curriculum reform, the syllabus guides prepared via QLP are seen as
being of very good quality and so the MOES in Kyrgyzstan, for example, has requested QLP to develop
such guides in language and reading for primary school teachers (this was not in the original QLP work
plan). Development and use of supplementary materials (SM) in national languages has been positive.
Overall, the ability of QLP to work at so many levels and the program holistic approach have been a
source of both implementation complexity and difficulty, and also have given the project the ability to
affect those beyond its boundaries. Several examples of how results of the QLP extended beyond the
project’s planned beneficiaries and assisted sustainability include the use of the teacher and management
training expanded with FT1 funding in Tajikistan and the Save the Children organization using the QLP-
supported model to institutionalize the teacher training curriculum.

For QLP, this overview points to a series of questions that require further examination. QLP officially
comes to an end in 2012. USAID has a global strategy into which QLP activities may fit but not neatly.
Under the circumstances, does the potential exist to continue doing what QLP is now doing? Can it
expand and in what ways? Can the aspects of QLP that have proven to be successful be sustained, and
how! These and related questions are addressed later in the report (See the section on Additional USAID
Questions: Q8, Q9, and Q10.).

1.5 Evaluation Methodology

The stated overall objective of this evaluation is to review and examine the four intermediate results of
the Quality Learning Program (QLP), as well as stated additional tasks, and determine if the targets for
the Program were met in the most effective, efficient and relevant manner in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan.3!
The focus of the evaluation is to review how the QLP interventions, through its programmatic approach
to build capacity, are seated in the larger contextual situation in which education operates in both
countries. Further, in what USAID has deemed to be the most important section of the evaluation
report,32 recommendations were requested that add support to the agency’s future programming in the
region. The request was also made that recommendations for the future be considered within the
framework of USAID’s new global education strategy.

1.5.1 Objectives and Research Questions

The assessment task has three sub-objectives:

I. Assess the effectiveness, efficiency, relevancy and results of the current USAID/CAR Quality
Learning Program;

2. Determine the current status of early grade reading and comprehension of children in grades
one to three in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan;33 and

3. Provide recommendations for future successful USAID/CAR early grade reading program
planning and implementation based on the results of the above two activities.

3! From: the Technical Proposal of |BS International, “Qudlity Learning Program Assessment and Early Grade Reading Review.” April 12,201 1.
32 USAID RFTOP No. SOL-176-11-000005 Task Order. 12.
33 This task concerns the Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) and is not being implemented by this team.
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The assessment is based on the progress of the following four Intermediate Results, three added tasks,
and seven Research Questions:

IRI. Teacher training in student-centered methodology;
IR2. Quality of student assessment;

IR3. Involvement of teachers in curriculum reform;

IR4. Effectiveness of the education finance system.

e Kyrgyzstan Youth Aid Program for Education, focused on New Settlements around Bishkek
(YAP)

e Kyrgyzstan Creation Positive Socio-Psychological Atmosphere in Schools during Post-Conflict
Period in Jalal-Abad Oblast (JAP).

e Tajikistan Safe School/Doorways Program

The research questions are:

RQI. To what extent has the USAID/QLP achieved its intended results?

RQ2. To what extent have the governments of KG/T| adopted the materials?

RQ3. What are the outcomes of USAID/QLP capacity building efforts?

RQ4. Has QLP contributed to increased early grade reading outcomes?

RQS5. Is QLP an appropriate intervention?

RQ6. How has QLP supported pedagogic colleges and a safe schools program in TJ?
RQ7. What is the QLP impact on pre-service teacher education in KG?

This assessment covers the period from 2007, when the previous assessment was conducted,3 to the
present. In order to complete the review of QLP, the assessment team used a mixed methods research
design involving both quantitative and qualitative data (see Table |). The two types of data are
complementary. Whereas one (quantitative) provides a description of the education system, the other
(qualitative) provides individual experiences of stakeholders within that system.

Qualitative data collection, which took place during May 201 I, involved semi-structured individual and
group interviews and site visits. Implementing agencies (Creative Associates, and the QLP partner in
testing, CEATM) and beneficiaries (pedagogical institute staff, pedagogical institute students, school
directors and teachers) were selected as participants in the assessment based on their involvement with
QLP specifically and/or their expertise about the expansion of access to quality basic education in
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan in general. A desk review of relevant documents was carried out prior to and
during the data collection period. A list of the documents reviewed can be found in Annex G.

Quantitative data was drawn from secondary sources, such as education statistics, PMP results, and
CEATM test results.

Table |. Sources of Qualitative and Quantitative Data

Data Sources Qualitative Quantitative

Desk review: Previous assessments, relevant reports, v
and government documents

3 Steiner-Khamsi, G., S. Mossayeb, and N. Ridge (2010) Curriculum & Student Assessment, Pre-Service Teacher Training in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan.
Teachers College, Columbia University, New York.
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Semi-structured interviews and focus groups with v
implementers and beneficiaries

M&E system data (numbers of participants and measure

(4 and 7 grade test)

of their training attitudes and behaviors) v
Data Sources Qualitative Quantitative
CEATM Baseline v

One note on quantitative data: analysis was not possible at this early stage. Over the summer (201 1),
intermediate measures are expected to be ready for both the student testing (CEATM) and the Project
surveys by which it measures direct effects, or results. Available in May 201 | were the baseline studies
conducted in 2009 and 2010, basic figures for number of persons trained, and estimated impact size
(total population reach for program interventions).

[.5.2 Description of Sample and Data

Table 2. Description of stakeholders (adapted from Task Order)

Type of stakeholder group

Illustrative examples

Number of persons
consulted

I. USAID project beneficiaries

School administrators, teachers, teacher
training college administrators, teachers
and trainers, Advisory Councils and PTA,
district education representatives.

96

2. Host government
counterparts and other
relevant government officials

Ministry of Education and ministry staff,
Ministry of Finance staff

3. Basic Education sector
development partners and
other donors providing
assistance in the sector

WB, UNICEF, GIZ, and, in Tajikistan, AKF.

13

4. Other stakeholder groups

Local governments, NGOs.

1.5.3 Data Collection Instruments

Instruments, chiefly interview protocols for use with individuals and small groups, were prepared by the
evaluation team in country and used in semi-structured interviewed with the selected stakeholders
during two weeks of fieldwork (one week each in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan). The interview questions
from these protocols appear in Annex F.

Aguirre Division of |BS International



Kyrgyzstan & Tajikistan QLP: Program Assessment & Recommendations

1.5.4 Evaluation Limitations

Due to the brevity of the in-country visit (seven days of data collection in Kyrgyzstan and seven days of
data collection in Tajikistan, followed by seven days of preliminary analysis in Kyrgyzstan) by the
evaluation team, neither an extensive survey of project beneficiaries nor in-depth classroom observation
was possible. Brevity too led the team to welcome the assistance of USAID/ Creative Associates in
setting up meetings in both countries, and in selecting the schools for the team to visit ahead of time,
despite the possibility of selection bias. Due to a variety