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Layers of Data, Layers of Skills Measurement in the
E-Government Reform

Gita Steiner-Khamsi
Teachers College, Columbia University

This conceptual article investigates the rationales for the fascination with soft skills
(social-emotional skills, responsibility, engagement, etc.), propelled by a large and diverse
group of proponents, including international organizations—such as the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the World Bank—that have a
long-standing history with promoting hard skills, such as literacy and numeracy. It (i)
outlines several reasons why global actors promote the development of soft skills, agentic
teaching and learning, and social accountability; (ii) traces the evolution of social
accountability—the regulatory mechanism behind the current E-Government or New Public
Governance reform—>by sequencing the global public administration reforms of the past five
decades; and finally, (iii) examines the challenges of social accountability in today’s divisive
societies plagued by information pollution, anti-globalization sentiments, and distrust in
government.

Keywords: soft-skills, agentic teaching and learning, social accountability, New Public
Governance, education reform, citizen engagement, global governance, datafication

Toward Measurable Soft Skills

Known as hardliners who narrowly focus on building a human capital stock for the
labor market (OECD) and enhancing economic productivity (World Bank), the two
international organizations have become remarkably soft in their new approach to
human capital.

Well-being and Prosperity for Future Generations

In 2011, the Ministries of Finance of OECD countries approved a new framework to
expand the resources available today for the well-being of future generations (OECD,
2011, 2019). Thus, the OECD’s metaphor of capital—investing today for returns
tomorrow—is also present in this framework. It outlines four types of capital, which
the OECD considers invaluable resources that need to be nurtured now to be
accessible in the future: natural capital, economic capital, human capital, and social
capital. A few years later, in 2018, the Ministries of Finance endorsed the Better Life
Initiative. As with previous OECD initiatives, the Ministries of Finance often lead,
followed by line ministries. The OECD’s Economy of Well-Being emphasizes
inclusive economic growth and advocates for measures of prosperity that extend
beyond Gross Domestic Product (Nozal et al., 2019). This concept has been integrated
into significant ministerial agreements, including the commitment from the
Ministries of Education to align their school reforms with the OECD’s education
strategy, the 2030 Learning Compass (OECD, 2018a).
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The World Bank has similarly expanded its narrow focus on numeracy and literacy to
embrace a broader definition associated with foundational learning. Notably,
citizenship engagement is not only a key element of OECD’s 2030 Learning
Compass, but it also plays a central role in the World Bank’s recent initiatives, as seen
in the Foundational Learning Compact.’
Growing evidence suggests that, under the right conditions, meaningful
forms of citizen engagement and social accountability (CESA) can result in
better governance, citizen empowerment, more positive and constructive
citizen-state relations, strengthened public service delivery, and, ultimately,
enhanced development effectiveness and well-being. (World Bank, 2025)

The soft-skill-turn concerns not only what is supposed to be taught (foundational
learning) but also how the sector is supposed to be governed (citizen engagement
and social accountability). What remains the same is the role of international
organizations and their use of global governance tools: the OECD and the World
Bank continue to use datafication—composed of international standard-setting,
benchmarking, and performance evaluation—followed by data-driven knowledge
brokerage as their preferred governance tools (Steiner-Khamsi et al., 2024). The two
tools combined—datafication with knowledge brokerage, also known as “soft
governance by hard fact” (Niemann & Martens, 2018) or “governance by numbers
2.0” (Steiner-Khamsi et al., 2024)—in effect authorize international organizations to
exert policy influence in the absence of coercion. International organizations gain
legitimacy and make themselves heard by carrying out activities that require a
transnational perspective, such as international comparisons or comparisons against
global benchmarks (such as the SDGs).

Explanations and Speculations about the Discursive Shifts

After decades of a narrow economic outlook on education, speculation is widespread
about why the World Bank suddenly promotes Citizen Engagement and Social
Accountability (CESA) and why the OECD embraces soft skills such as taking
responsibility, reconciling tensions and dilemmas, being transformative, and creating
new value (OECD, 2018a, 2018b). Can the “biological and neuro-affective turn” in
education be trusted, considering its backing by economists? What’s next: projections
on the social-emotional, environmental, and societal rates of return from education?
Taking a step back, what happened to the unspoken division of labor in which the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
positioned itself as The Idealist, the OECD as the Master of Persuasion, and the
World Bank as the Master of Coercion (Elfert & Ydesen, 2024)? One would be
hard-pressed to believe that the OECD and the World Bank somehow experienced an
idealist humanist turn, slowly converging, even if only rhetorically, towards
UNESCO'’s stance on education as a human right. Similarly, it has raised eyebrows
that UNESCO jumped on the bandwagon of social-emotional learning (SEL) and
now embraces a "whole brain" approach (Bryan, 2022). Clearly, more plausible
explanations are needed here.

! See https:/ /www.worldbank.org/en/topic/citizen-engagement#1
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Noticeably, most explanations reflect skepticism about the new course of action. The
four most common explanations point to the changed historical context, the
ever-expanding scope of datafication, the new funding networks and opportunities,
and institutional legacies within the two international organizations.

First, one may wonder whether the pandemic, climate crises, divisive politics,
cyberbullying, worldwide refugee streams, and a long list of other calamities have
made the two international organizations realize that education should be more than
merely equipping the labor market with skilled workers or augmenting the countries'
economic productivity. According to this first line of argumentation, building
resilience and committing to an ethics of care have gained prominence during these
turbulent times. Arguably, the generational change at the helm of international
organizations must also be factored in when considering the historical context.
Well-being, work-life balance, and mindfulness are values that the millennials hold
and propagate more than their predecessors from older generations.

Second, another group of scholars is intrigued by the ever-expanding scope of
datafication, breaking into areas such as social-emotional learning and other soft
skills that were, until recently, exempt from measurement (Lupton & Williamson,
2017; Williamson, 2019). Starting in the late 1980s, the OECD and the World Bank
erected an enormous data infrastructure, knowledge depositories, and professional
expertise that need to be fed and, in a quest for survival, must conquer new terrains
that await to be quantified, measured, and monitored (Addey, 2022; Zapp, 2017). For
them, the most fascinating aspect of the 2030 Learning Compass (OECD) or the
Foundational Learning Compact (World Bank) is the obsession with data gathering,
which has also started to penetrate subjects beyond the narrowly defined basic skills
of numeracy and literacy. In other words, what we are experiencing with the
Foundational Learning Compact (World Bank) and the Learning Compass 2030
(OECD) is simply a panoptical version of “Seeing like PISA” (Gorur, 2016), which has
now also brought into focus early childhood education and secondary education, and
therefore covers a broader array of measurable skills. Concretely, social-emotional
learning resonates with early childhood education advocates, whereas
cross-curricular competencies are associated with the "employability" of secondary
school graduates in today's rapidly changing labor market. The expansion is
unsurprising given the greater coverage radius, from preprimary to lower secondary
school, propelled by the educational goal of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), that is in SDG 4. This line of argumentation is in concert with Bryan's (2022)
poignant observation that social-emotional learning is a "capacious term" that
denotes a hodgepodge of loosely related skills, including all that is "non-cognitive,”
"human-centric,” or even "life-effective” (p. 772). Bryan traces the ever-expansive,
inflationary use of the term. She examines how the Chicago-based company CASEL,
the oldest business in the SEL industry, kept expanding the term semantically and,
by implication, their revenues over the last thirty years. Strikingly, the learning and
testing feature of SEL (SDG 4.1) has entered a union with the substance of the
sustainable, holistic development feature of SDG 4.7.
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Said differently, we may highlight the performative nature of data infrastructure,
data mining, and platforms in the digital era. On the one hand, these technologies or
devices are the offspring of knowledge-based regulation, and on the other, they
reproduce themselves by continuously adapting and expanding into new arenas. As
a result, we expect to see a rise in data-driven management and organization. The
sophisticated study by Bromley et al. (2023) corroborates this observation
unambiguously. Applying topic modeling of 9,268 policy documents from 215
countries, they found a significant increase in student assessment reforms and data
for reporting, monitoring, and evaluation.

Third, the turn towards soft skills reflects the entry of new influential global actors,
notably UNICEF and the private sector. The broad alliance of bilateral donors
(Australia, Canada, Finland, Germany, the UK, and the USA), multilateral donors
(GPE, UNESCO, UNICEF), and philanthropies (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation,
Echidna Giving, Hewlett Foundation, Hilton Foundation, Lego Foundation, and
Rockefeller Philanthropy) participating in and financially contributing to the World
Bank’s Foundational Learning Compact (FLC) has raised several red flags. Some of
these partners were previously assembled under the Early Learning Partnership
(ELP) program. Since 2022, the World Bank has administered the ELP program and
utilized the funds for the Foundational Learning Compact. The compact invests in
young children's physical, cognitive, linguistic, and socio-emotional development
and targets the pre-primary age group (World Bank, 2024). FLC’s commitment to
early learning, social-emotional learning, and play-based learning may primarily be
driven by the Bank’s partners. The origin of the FLC is essential: the Foundational
Learning Compact is the successor initiative to the World Bank’s SABER (Systems
Approach for Better Education Results) and the Early Learning Partnership (ELP)
program. SABER lasted from 2013 to 2018, and the ELP trust fund was transferred to
the World Bank a few years later. The public-private partnership and the multi-donor
feature of the FLC may explain why the activities under this program differ
significantly from the reform priorities typically financed by a World Bank loan.
Thus, this third type of explanation is as follows: Driven by opportunity, the World
Bank advanced into promoting soft skills, typically emphasized in early childhood
education, due to the new funding sources. One would expect that the World Bank's
support for social-emotional learning dissipates as soon as the broader alliance is
dismantled and the financial support currently provided by bilateral donors and
philanthropies is dried up. Similarly, one may argue that the World Bank has, despite
the objectives of the Foundational Learning Compact, continued to focus narrowly
on numeracy and literacy skills in primary education in its core business: lending.

Finally, the emphasis on soft skills arguably has existed all along. However, it has
been buried and now resurfaces in a different shape and context due to saturation
from international scale student assessments or PISA fatigue. The OECD’s INES
(Indicators of Education Systems Programme) has entertained proposals for
measuring cross-curricular competencies (CCC), such as creative thinking,
problem-solving, and mutual aid, since the early 1990s. Some CCCs, first formulated
by Trier (1995), were adopted in the OECD’s Definition and Selection of Key
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Competencies project and later renamed 21*-century skills (Schleicher, 2017). Years
later, several scholars have debunked the direct correlation between educational
attainment and economic growth. Furthermore, public awareness is rising regarding
the growing gap in wealth distribution. As mentioned, the call for moving “beyond
GDP” (Gross Domestic Product) is increasingly heard, including at the OECD
(OECD, 2019). The European Union, particularly Nordic countries, has been quite
vocal in efforts to redefine well-being. Similarly, the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) may have lost momentum with its narrow focus on math,
literacy, and science, and in recent rounds, it has included softer domains as minor
assessments (creative thinking, financial literacy, global competence) to maintain the
participation of countries that, for the past 25 years, have participated every three
years in the evaluation and have seen little impact on their overall ranking. The four
strands of argumentation are widespread and not mutually exclusive.

The Reactive Sequences of Public Administration Reforms

In this paper, I propose a fifth strand of argumentation that reflects a shift in the
object of comparison and, consequently, the frame of reference. I suggest we stop
comparing the rise of soft skills development with earlier policies of the OECD and
the World Bank, notably, the well-documented structural adjustment policies and
neoliberal education agendas of the past and instead examine what these two
international organizations are actively promoting in the current public
administration reform. The point made here is that education reform needs to be
placed in the broader context of public administration reforms. We should not view
education reform in isolation but rather acknowledge that key features of a reform
represent broader reform agendas and are merely “translated” in ways that match
the structures, idiosyncrasies, and language of the education sector. Said differently,
the World Bank’s emphasis on “citizenship engagement and social accountability”
(CESA) and the OECD’s focus on soft skills, as outlined in the 2030 Learning
Compass, are only surprising if we use a narrow educational frame of reference. As I
will demonstrate in this paper, social accountability and agentic learning align with
e-government public administration reform, also known as New Public Governance
(NPG). Both intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) adhere to NPG and support
governments with policy advice and, in the case of the World Bank, funding to
implement the reform. Like all public administration reforms, a specific role of the
state is implied, signaling a departure from the Interventionist State—one that
establishes and monitors standards and targets—to the Engaged State, which is
intended to make data widely available and encourage civic participation. As will be
shown later, there is a fine line between an engaged and hollow state that
deregulates, promotes private sector takeover, and delegates regulation to citizens, or
more specifically, to users and customers, in the form of social accountability.

The public administration reforms of recent decades, led by the Ministries of Finance,
have influenced all sectors, including education. Furthermore, the policy sequence,
or the chronological order in which these reforms occurred, impacted their substance:
each reform emerged as a solution to problems that the previous one supposedly

Current Issues in Comparative Education 7
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could not resolve or, even worse, created. The term “reactive sequence” (Ziirn, 2018,
p- 89) aptly captures the causal chain of reforms that becomes evident when we
closely examine the temporal order in which they occurred. There is a tendency to
overstate the shortcomings of the latest reform solely to secure political support and
mobilize financial resources for change. Viewing sequence as an analytical lens
allows us to grasp how fundamental changes were justified at the time and how each
reform distanced and differentiated itself from the goals of its predecessor.
Investigations into the temporal order of events, or in our case, reforms, are closely
linked to the scholarship in historical institutionalism (e.g., Abbott, 1983; Pierson,
2004).

There are different approaches to identifying reform waves in public administration
(Wegrich, 2023). Given the political nature of reforms, this section is organized
regarding the state's role in each reform. As Table 1 shows, the role of the state
changed several times since the 1960s: from a strong state that managed social
welfare (1960s/1970s) to a weak state that, in the wake of continuous deregulation,
went dormant (1980s/1990s), to a reawakened evaluative state that encouraged
private sector involvement under certain conditions (2000s), to a collaborative state
that, voluntarily or involuntarily, engages with the public (2010s/2020s).

8 Current Issues in Comparative Education



Table 1
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The Sequence of Public Administration and Education Sector Reforms, 1960s - 2020s

Time period

Public administration reform

Education sector reform

All sectors

Name Problems of Solution/Promise | Reform goal | Problems of Solution/Promise | Type of Type of Role of the
Previous Reform Previous Reform Regulation | Accountability | State
1960s/70s Traditional Coupling of Rationalization Equal Reproduction of | Compensatory Inputs State Welfare
bureaucracy politics and Procedures opportunity [ inequality education accountability | State
administration Hierarchies Elite capture
1980s/90s New Public Rigidity Privatization Autonomy High public Autonomy and Outputs Market Entrepreneurial
Management | Inertia Customer expenditures choice leading to accountability [ State
Monopoly orientation efficiency and
achievement gains
2000s Network Power dispersion | Public-private Quality Inequity Autonomy-with- Outcomes | Standards Interventionist
Governance partnerships, Unequal quality | accountability accountability [ State
whole-government (SAWA)
approach
2010s/20s E-Governance | Citizens reduced | Collaboration Transparency | Datafication Transparency Public Public Engaged State
(also known to customers Data sharing Focus on Focus on opinion accountability
as New Public | Fragmentation Re-governmentali- numeracy & foundational
Governance) zation literacy learning (including
wellbeing)

Source: Adapted from Steiner-Khamsi (2025)
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The ends and means of reform distinguish each from its predecessors. In other
words, the reform goals (column 5) and types of regulation (column 8) vary with
each reform. I have provided a more detailed explanation of the table elsewhere
(Steiner-Khamsi, 2025). Therefore, I will only briefly comment on the type of
accountability (column 9) pursued in the last four public administration reforms.

The Welfare State of the 1960s and 1970s

The research literature labels the type of state regulation during the era of the Welfare
State as “traditional” (Goldfinch, 2023, p. 3), “bureaucratic-professional” (Maroy,
2012), or the “Weberian” model of public administration (Goldfinch, 2023, p. 3).
Viewed sequentially, the ideal-type bureaucracy was trapped in an Iron Cage of
Rationality, characterized by efficiency, rational calculation, and control intended to
suspend the influence of interpersonal networks (Weber, 2019). “Good
bureaucracies” separated these two spheres, insisted that administrative decisions
must be rational and predictable, required civil servants to regard their work as a
profession and undergo professional training, and established procedures to shield
government officials from political interference or social pressure.

In the education sector, the 1960s and 1970s marked a pivotal era for compensatory
education in advanced economies, during which the state allocated additional funds
to help children from low socio-economic backgrounds enroll in and excel in school.
In the US, the War on Poverty (1964) and the subsequent Head Start program, aimed
at preschool children from low-income families, are key examples of these initiatives.
Sensitivity to social inequality was also evident in the multicultural, anti-racist, and
decolonization movements that gained momentum globally toward the end of this
period. The social welfare state required a substantial apparatus to manage
redistribution programs and ensure equal inputs and opportunities. Accountability
was measured by compliance with the rules and regulations established by the state.

The Entrepreneurial State of the 1980s and 1990s

The frequently cited New Public Management (NPM) mantra—that the government
should steer and not row—aimed to end the state monopoly over public services.
The entrepreneurial state is designed to provide direction while stepping back from
being the sole provider, encouraging business involvement in the public sector.
Citizens should be treated like customers who, through their freedom of choice, help
improve the quality of public services. They vote with their feet by simply switching
providers if they are dissatisfied with a product or service; they “exit” (Hirschman,
1972). In the early years of managerial reform, before standards and accountability
measures were established, choice, per capita financing, and vouchers were seen as
means to reduce public expenditures while enhancing the quality of education.
Milton Friedman’s argument for cost savings through efficiency gains generated by
market regulation was prominent. In the early, market-driven Miltonian vision of
NPM, there was neither a need nor a role for government because the pressure to
perform arose from supply and demand. Low-performing schools would lose
customers, and due to per-capita financing, they would lose funding and ultimately
close as parents enrolled their children in better-performing schools.
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The Interventionist State in the 2000s

The early adopters of New Public Management reform (Australia, New Zealand, UK,
US, Canada) overhauled the traditional hierarchical government structure, which
consisted of a large central administration that directed the lower levels of
government at the province and district levels. In education, the reform entailed
shifting decision-making authority from the central to lower levels of government
and establishing numerous semi-autonomous state-affiliated agencies. Dunleavy et
al. (2005) show convincingly how the NPM reform wrecked the public
administration in the pioneer country of NPM: New Zealand. By 1999, the country of
3.5 million people was left with over three hundred separate central agencies and
forty-nine tiny ministries. Other repercussions were rampant privatization and an
erosion of the quality of public services due to autonomous sub-national
administrative units.

Strikingly, standardized testing to assess the quality of education was an afterthought
of NPM and only emerged as the primary instrument of quality assurance in the
2000s. Acknowledging the sequence and the time lag between the two reform
waves—the neoliberal push for market accountability in the 1980s and 1990s and the
politically centrist (Third Way) belief in standards accountability in 2000—helps us to
contextualize the rise of outcomes-based accountability, target-setting, and
standardized testing around the millennium.

The Engaged State of the 2010s and 2020s

The concept of an Engaged State (Mattei, 2023) that listens to its constituents evokes
numerous positive associations. As observed in a sequence, the state is only
“engaging” if compared to the earlier roles of the state, particularly the
interventionist, entrepreneurial, and welfare states. Years ago, during the
entrepreneurial state's New Public Management era, the nation-state's power
diminished significantly as it rescaled upwards, downwards, and outwards to
transnational institutions, subnational entities, and non-state actors, respectively
(Jessop, 2002). In many countries, the 21%-century state has a substantially reduced
apparatus compared to half a century ago.

The New Public Governance reform (see Krogh & Triantafillou, 2024; Osborne, 2010)
during this period closely relates to advancements in information and
communications technology (ICT), the political influence of social media, and new
forms of production, assetization, and capital accumulation within the digital
economy (see Birch, 2020). A common thread among these ongoing public
administration reforms is the expectation that data producers (citizens) should also
act as data users and engage more than ever in the political process. The state is
expected to connect with and listen to its citizens. This shift from an interventionist
state to an engaged one signifies a transformation in its role, as it now perceives itself
as transparent, socially accountable, and responsive to its citizens.

In today’s era of the Engaged State, citizens are supposed to supervise the provision
of public goods and services rather than relying on bureaucrats (as in the Welfare
State) or the market (promoted during the Entrepreneurial State).

Current Issues in Comparative Education 11
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The Global Drivers of the New Public Governance Reform
As with the previous public administration reforms, the OECD and the World Bank
have promoted and implemented the new version of “good governance” through
policy papers, handbooks, checklists, and best practices. The OECD Good Practice
Principles for Service Design and Delivery in the Digital Age (OECD, 2022) consist of
nine principles arranged under the following three pillars:

“Build accessible, ethical and equitable public services that prioritise user
needs, rather than government needs”; “Deliver with impact, at scale, and
with pace”; and “Be accountable and transparent in the design and delivery

of public services to reinforce and strengthen the public trust” (OECD, 2022).

Similarly, in 2014, the World Bank Group presented its strategic framework for
citizenship engagement on enhancing the demand-side accountability of public
services (World Bank Group, 2014). A good case in point is the World Bank’s
GovTech Maturity Index (GTMI). It is a composite index that consists of four
components (World Bank, 2022):

e CGSI: The Core Government Systems Index (17 indicators) captures the key
aspects of a whole-of-government approach, including government cloud,
interoperability framework, and other platforms.

e PSDI: The Public Service Delivery Index (9 indicators) measures the maturity
of online public service portals, focusing on citizen-centric design and
universal accessibility.

e DCELI The Digital Citizen Engagement Index (6 indicators) measures aspects
of public participation platforms, citizen feedback mechanisms, open data,
and open government portals.

e GTEIL The GovTech Enablers Index (16 indicators) captures strategy,
institutions, laws, and regulations, as well as digital skills and innovation
policies and programs, to foster GovTech.

The OECD’s 2030 Learning Compass has become an object of intense academic
inquiry (Elfert & Ydesen, 2024; Karseth et al., 2022; Xiaomin & Auld, 2020; Yliniva et
al., 2024) and does not need to be reiterated here. The compass metaphor is central to
its conceptualization of teaching and learning. Schleicher (2019) presents the 2030
Learning Compass as “[a] new tool for navigating through a complex world”. In the
visualization of the compass, “student agency” and “co-agency with peers, teachers,
parents, and communities” are recognized as crucial for moving the compass's
needle in the right direction.

Layers of Data

Having advocated for studying “governance trajectories” (Capano et al. 2022), one
may reflect on how the evolving public administration ecosystem has shaped norms,
structures, and values within its immediate environment. These changes have
directly influenced the policy goals and instruments used across all public
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administration sectors, including education. Furthermore, I suggest stepping back to
position these changes within the broader policy process. Building on Hood’s (1983)
inquiry into how policymakers determine which actions are necessary (“detectors”)
and what instruments they have available to implement them (“effectors”), we
observe significant transformations in one of the key detectors: data and information.
The shift towards social accountability has impacted the types of data and
information employed for managing and financing the system.

In another publication (Steiner-Khamsi, 2025), I employed the same sequential
analysis of public administration reforms, presented in Table 1, to trace how the
objectives and objects of data-for-accountability purposes have evolved over time. I
am broadly reiterating the main points at the risk of oversimplifying the findings.
During the Welfare State period, inspectors collected data to evaluate compliance
with input-related norms (such as student-teacher ratios and teacher qualification
requirements) established by the state. The Entrepreneurial State drove
decentralization, privatization, and the liberalization of service providers. New
Public Management coincided with new procurement laws mandating that
governments open the provision of public goods and services to the private sector.
This necessitated the calculation and datafication of expected outcomes or
deliverables. Contract management in the education sector involved detailing what
constitutes good “pedagogical services” and developing indicators that allow the
state to assess whether the outsourced provision of goods and services adhered to the
contract. The Interventionist State, in turn, gained a reputation for “governance by
numbers” by using data for performance measurement, target setting, and quality
assurance accreditation. This era is characterized by results-based management,
which translates into outcomes-based school reform in the education sector,
manifested through the proliferation of standardized tests and other evaluation
instruments. Finally, the most recent public administration reform encourages the use
of data to foster collaboration across sectors, within sectors, and between the
government and citizens. Pestoff (2021) correctly points out that the provision of
public services (in contrast to the provision of public goods) requires user input and
feedback. To some extent, co-production tends to occur by default, regardless. End
users in the public sector (the citizens) or in education (parents and students) are
expected to have access to various types of data, including performance data (such as
student test scores), to hold public servants and, ultimately, the state apparatus
accountable for public services.

It is important to remember that the objectives and uses of data have evolved over
time. Policy designs have resulted in changes occurring in a layered manner
(Capano, 2018); one form of data usage has not necessarily replaced previous forms.
Depending on the political system and culture, data is still used to varying degrees
for compliance, steering at a distance, or citizen engagement.

The role of technology in facilitating and accelerating New Public Governance and,
with it, social accountability and agentic teaching and learning is not to be
underestimated. As shown by Stark and Vanden Broeck (2024), algorithmic
management makes it possible to count, classify, and reward/punish the very soul of
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the students, transcending the previous, narrow focus on numeracy and literacy.
Similarly, e-governance or digital governance is, by default, "predictive governance,"
as masterfully described by Hartong et al. (2024).

Throughout the four public administration reforms summarized above, data was no
longer collected for direct compliance checks but rather for distant steering and,
more recently, for inverting, at least rhetorically, the power relations between the
government and citizens. Over time, the distance for steering increased significantly
to the point where the new, data-driven social accountability measures challenged
the state's authority to regulate the provision of public goods and services effectively.
In sum, social accountability does for governance what agentic learning does for
education: it shifts the responsibility of regulation from the government to the citizen
or from the teacher to the learner. In its extreme form and projected into the distant
future, it renders the government or the teacher superfluous. A dystopian scenario of
governance without government (Rosenau, 1992) and learning without a teacher is
worth deliberating.

The Wide Spectrum of Social Accountability Practices

Data and information play a key role in all policy process theories, as explained in
greater detail elsewhere (see Steiner-Khamsi, 2025; Steiner-Khamsi et al., 2026). Just
think how Internet technologies facilitate collective action, which, in turn, impacts
what is perceived by whom as a problem, which universe of solutions is made
publicly available and propelled, and how effortlessly individuals and groups may
be mobilized for or against political coalitions. Margetts and Hood (2016) contend
that governments are being challenged “by groups of citizens who have as their main
weapon an ability to communicate and coordinate the resources of large numbers of
people” (p. 1). The Internet technologies they refer to are mobile or web-based and
include blogs or micro-blogs (Twitter, or X), social networking sites, content-sharing
sites, social bookmarking sites, projects to produce online goods (e.g., Wikipedia),
and virtual worlds for gaming or socializing.

Punctuated equilibrium theories identify periods of relative stability interrupted by
bursts of reform activity. The necessity for policy action is not inherent but rather
politically constructed: exogenous factors and changes must first be made
meaningful and politically actionable by policy entrepreneurs and other
intermediaries. The Multiple Streams Framework is a good case to illustrate how
data and information permeate all three streams, notably for generating problem
awareness, proposing policy solutions, and electing, voting, and keeping
governments in power. Perl et al. (2018) convincingly show how the use of
information is central in the Multiple Streams Framework:

Each stream contains components of policy deliberations that originate
independently from one another, but which can combine to transform
policymaking at particular junctures. Within the problem stream, one finds
the ideas and information that can focus public attention on and characterize
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a specific problem as being worthy of government’s attention. The policy
stream contains the expertise of specialists, scientists, and pundits who
present remedies and recommendations for addressing one or more public
problems. And the political stream carries within it the claims of, and
expectations about, governing authority that are generated by public opinion,
the party organizations, and interest group efforts to gain or retain power in
government. (p. 593)

As a result of the conjuncture of the three streams: “the resulting accumulation of
ideas, interests, and information can either open or close a ‘policy window” which
moves problems onto or off of the formal agenda, and thus influences whether
government will attend to them in policymaking” (Perl et al., 2018, p. 593).

The reliance on data and information is cause for concern in an era of “information
pollution” (Malin & Lubienski, 2022), “post-truthiness” (Perl et al., 2018, p. 581) and
democratic backsliding (Morais de Sa e Silva & Avila Gomide, 2024). There is a need
to adjust the multiple streams and factor in truthiness and the surplus of information
when relying on information for policymaking. Internet technologies are not the only
devices that turn the three streams into raging rivers. A host of other sources exist
that governments or interest groups may activate at will to accelerate problem
awareness and policy solutions and, somewhat more complexly, generate political
support. The multiplicity of resources that nowadays flow into each of the three
streams is noticeable to all with a keen attentiveness to global and transnational
aspects of the policy process. For example, OECD’s PISA couples the problem and
policy streams and thus functions very much like a policy broker par excellence
(Steiner-Khamsi et al., 2024), creates awareness about the below or above-average
performance of 15-year-olds on international large-scale assessment and, at the same
time provides policy advice on how to fix the system, if necessary.

Intergovernmental organizations are more than the sum of their member states. As
Ziirn (2018) convincingly shows, IOs have built their legitimacy over the last few
decades on three normative principles: (i) a reference to common problems and
goods, (ii) the individual rights and entitlements of non-state actors, and (iii) an
international authority to enforce the implementation of the first two normative
principles. More concretely, this authority aims to “identify, substantiate, and
monitor norms and rules that foster the common good and entitlements of actors
other than states” (Ziirn, 2018, p. 9ff). However, current anti-globalization
movements challenge the role of IOs as “teachers of [universal] norms” (Finnamore,
1993), oppose international cooperation, and foster distrust in government.
Consequently, the ability of governments and international organizations to define
common problems and safeguard public goods is severely curtailed.

The community participation or citizenship engagement that leftist scholars and
politicians have advocated since the 1960s is opposed to how social accountability
plays out in practice in the realm of the digital economy. Both Elon Musk’s social
media platform X and Mark Zuckerberg’s technology conglomerate their
fact-checking departments with a special version of social accountability: they
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established rules on how users may contest or correct assertions made by others.
Users are encouraged to produce “Community Notes.” Supposedly, monitoring
content becomes superfluous if users are given free access to produce and use
knowledge.

As a testament to its popularity and relevance in understanding new social
phenomena, policy transfer research has consistently broadened its units of analysis.
It began with the examination of country-to-country transfers, global-to-local
transfers (or vice versa), transfers between different levels of administration, early to
late adopters (or vice versa), inter-ministerial transfers, and transfers from one
domain (e.g., economics) to others (e.g., education). In contrast, investigating how,
when, and why governments engage the tech sector and businesses to disrupt,
innovate, or internationalize the public sector is still in its early stages (see
Steiner-Khamsi, 2025, Chapter 3.1). This type of policy transfer—from the private to
the public sector- will likely gain prominence. It remains to be seen and explored
whether the X or Meta-type social accountability measure will be adopted in the
public sector.
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This study investigates pedagogical practices for managing large classes in Malawi's primary
education system, where overcrowded classrooms, driven by Free Primary Education and
global education agendas, strain limited resources. Utilizing an exploratory research design,
data were collected from six Teacher Training Colleges and nine public teaching practice
schools across Malawi’s six education divisions. Participants included teacher educators,
student teachers, teachers, head teachers, and teaching practice coordinators. Qualitative and
quantitative methods, including interviews, focus group discussions, questionnaires, and
classroom observations, were employed to examine effective pedagogical strategies, challenges,
and patterns in large class instruction. Findings indicate that group work is the primary
strategy used, with group leaders acting as assistant teachers and behavior monitors.
However, challenges such as limited space, insufficient learning materials, and time
constraints hinder effective implementation. Heterogeneous grouping and peer teaching are
common but limit engagement due to dominant learners and resource scarcity. Barriers such
as space limitations, material shortages, and time pressures interact to constrain sound
pedagogy, forcing teachers to prioritize assessment over instruction. The Initial Primary
Teacher Education Curriculum lacks adequate focus on large class management, and systemic
issues, including low remuneration and limited professional development, demotivate
educators. These findings highlight the need for targeted interventions to support effective
teaching in resource-constrained, overcrowded classrooms.

Keywords: overcrowded classes, LMIC, mixed methods, large class pedagogy

Introduction

Access to free primary education has been a global priority since the 1948 Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations General Assembly, 1948). This
commitment was reaffirmed in The Dakar Framework for Action (UNESCO, 2000), a
global commitment adopted by 164 countries to achieve Education for All (EFA) by
2015 that established six key goals focused on expanding early childhood education,
universal primary education, lifelong learning opportunities, adult literacy, gender
parity, and improving educational quality. The right to education was also
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established by the Sustainable Development Agenda (United Nations, 2015),
formally known as the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which includes
Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4), committing nations to ensure inclusive and
equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all by
2030 through ten specific targets that broaden and extend the unfinished EFA
agenda. Consequently, many countries have significantly increased primary school
enrollment (Earle et al.,, 2018). The rapid expansion of access has outpaced the
provision of teachers and school infrastructure, leading to “access shock” in certain
education systems (Avenstrup et al., 2004; Benbow et al., 2007). Malawi, as one
example, experienced a 139% surge in enrollment as of 2024, straining an already
overburdened education system (Avenstrup et al., 2004, World Bank, 2025).
Accelerating population growth in Malawi and other low- and middle-income
countries (LMICs) further exacerbates this challenge (Benbow et al., 2007).

For more than 20 years, Malawi’s Ministry of Education (MoE) has continuously
sought to improve access and educational quality through curricular reforms,
provision of textbooks, increases in staffing, teacher recruitment, and teacher
professional development that targets general pedagogy (Kadzamira & Rose, 2003).
Despite these efforts, Malawi’s context remains similar to other LMICs where
pedagogical practices remain dated, not evidence-based, and fail to account for
contextual realities such as large classes (Kazima et al., 2022; Tabulawa, 2013).
Teaching in overcrowded classes' demands substantial planning, effective classroom
management, adequate resources, ongoing support, systemic capacities that many
LMICs lack (Jawitz, 2013; Mizrachi et al.,, 2010; Pasigna, 1997). Scholars have
identified setting high academic and behavioral expectations, providing clear
instruction, differentiating teaching, offering incentives for learning, routinizing
procedures, and developing strong teacher-student relationships as characteristics of
successful large-classroom management (Bain & Achilles, 1986). However, empirical
evidence supporting these strategies in large classrooms, especially in LMICs,
remains limited (Barnes-Story et al., 2025; Benbow et al., 2007).

While funding for school construction and teacher recruitment is critical to reduce
class sizes, these solutions require time and substantial financial investments.
Meanwhile, overcrowded classrooms persist in Malawi and other LMICs, where
many children fail to develop foundational literacy and numeracy skills despite years
of schooling (Abt Associates, 2021; UNESCO, 2015). Research on primary education
in LMICs often focuses on access rather than evidence-based pedagogy (Chesterfield,
1997; UNESCO, 2015). The scarcity of empirical studies on effective teaching methods
for large classes underscores the need for rigorous investigation to identify practices
that enhance academic achievement in overcrowded primary classrooms. Moreover,
empirical evidence of how Initial Primary Teacher Education (IPTE) Programs equip
student teachers with pedagogical knowledge to combat the realities of large
classrooms is scarce.

! For example, the Malawian Ministry of Education (2020) prescribes class sizes of no more
than 70 learners in a class, which is large, but the reality is a national average of 120 learners.
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Present Research

Our research seeks to advance the understanding of effective, contextually relevant
pedagogical practices for overcrowded classrooms in LMICs with the aim to inform
pre-/in-service teacher education/training and curricular reforms targeting
pedagogy. We employed an exploratory research design to investigate large class
pedagogy (LCP) as taught in Malawi’s IPTE programs and applied by student
teachers and classroom teachers in teaching practice primary schools. Researchers
collected qualitative data through key informant interviews, focus group discussions,
and institutional surveys. We focused on teaching strategies, pedagogical methods,
assessment practices, classroom management techniques, and challenges associated
with large classes.

We situate our work within the second-generation Cultural-Historical Activity
Theory (CHAT; as developed by Yrj6 Engestrom [2015]) and conceptualize classroom
instruction as a systemic, mediated process embedded within social, cultural, and
historical contexts. This framework models instruction as six inter-related
components: subject (individual/agent engaged in the activity), object (goal), tools
(mediating artifacts: physical, psychological, or symbolic instruments mediating the
subject's interaction with the object), rules (policies/norms), community (network of
stakeholders), and division of labor (allocation of tasks)—see Figure 1 below. These
components interact dynamically, generating tensions and/or contradictions within
the system. We reflect on these systemic components in our discussion.

Figure 1.
Classroom Instruction via Cultural-Historical Activity Theory Lens

Tools (mediating artifacts): materials (textbooks, teacher-made materials, seating plans),
symbolic (pedagogical strategies, instructional protocols, motivational strategies, etc.)

Object: )
Subject: effective Out.come.
teachers, instruction equitable

student learning
teachers \/ \ gains for
every child
Rules: EFA agenda, record- Community: learners, Division of Labor: MoE,
keeping requirements, parents, headteachers, headteachers, teachers,
curriculum guides/pacing, teacher educators, MoE higher-performing peers,

unwritten norms officials, etc. group leaders

Our study is guided by the following overarching research questions:

1) What large class pedagogical practices do teacher educators, practicing teachers,
and student teachers in Malawi consider to be most effective, and why?
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2) What challenges do educators experience when trying to implement these
practices in overcrowded classrooms?

Review of Existing Evidence

There is limited empirical research on effective pedagogical, feedback and
assessment practices that work well in large classes (e.g., whole class instructional
approaches [Adamu et al., 2022; Benbow et al., 2007] and cooperative learning
approaches [Dayan et al., 2018; Verspoor, 2008]). The available evidence is mainly
anecdotal, observational, or stakeholder perceptions. The evidence typically falls into
a few categories: group work; active learning strategies, differentiated instruction
and remediation, and classroom management (Adhikary, 2020; Akintunde &
Adeyiga, 2023; Anindya & Anisa, 2020; Benbow et al., 2007; Nakabugo et al., 2008;
Safura et al., 2023; Shamim, 2012; Syed et al., 2023; Ulfah et al., 2020). In large classes,
group work may facilitate sharing limited teaching resources and instructional
materials, build an environment of mutual support and continuity in learning, ease
classroom management and teaching, encourage participation and interaction,
facilitate peer support, and encourage group responsibility (Benbow et al., 2007;
Mezrigui, 2015; Mokeddem-Tagrara, 2023; O’Sullivan, 2006; Osai et al., 2021; Pertiwi
& Indriastuti, 2020; Wadesango, 2021). However, group work effectiveness is limited
by space and time constraints, resources availability, and the needs of individual
learners. Therefore, whole class, teacher-led instruction is common, where the teacher
maintains control of the class and student learning is passive (Benbow et al., 2007;
Kikechi et al., 2012; Marais, 2016; Opolot-Okurut et al., 2015).

Active learning strategies are also emphasized in the literature. Teachers employ a
variety of strategies such as role play, think-pair-share, student debates, and writing
activities during group work, pair work and individual seat work in in large classes
(Altinyelken, 2010; Erlina et al., 2022; Haddad, 2015; Lloyd-Strovas, 2015; Nakabugo
et al., 2008). Active learning strategies are essential for keeping students engaged in
instructional content and enhancing classroom interaction.

Differentiating instruction is particularly challenging in overcrowded classrooms.
Some teachers try assigning students to different tasks based on their skills levels
(Akintunde & Adeyiga, 2023; Blatchford & Russell, 2019). Other teachers utilize the
structured remediation lesson integrated into school timetables. Remediation
involves ongoing efforts to recover lost learning through additional remediation
lessons and specialized strategies with LMICs implementing diverse remediation
models (UNESCO, 2020). Effective programs feature continuous assessment,
monitoring, adjustments, and evidence-based approaches tailored to needs,
particularly for students with reading difficulties (Richards-Tutor et al., 2016; Vaughn
et al., 2006). Successful examples from LMICs include Ghana's after-school programs
yielding literacy and numeracy gains in grades 1-3 (UNESCO, 2020), Kenya's
targeted instruction for grade 3 English skills (USAID, 2023), and the Teaching at the
Right Level (TARL) model, scaled across several countries with significant language
and literacy improvements, especially for the lowest performers (Banerjee et al., 2016;
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Duflo et al., 2011; Lipovsek et al., 2023). In Ghana, TARL-trained teachers grouped
students by ability for one-hour daily sessions, boosting test scores (Banerjee et al.,
2016). Additionally, community volunteers or college students, with minimal training
and structured curricula, can effectively aid struggling learners (Jacob et al., 2016;
Lindo et al., 2018).

Effective classroom management includes building a strong classroom community
and managing student behavior, as these significantly influence learning outcomes
(Hattie, 2009). In large classes, excessive time spent on task management or behavior
control can hinder learning (Marais, 2016). Evidence suggests that teachers who build
strong classroom communities use strategies such as knowing students” names,
establishing rapport with students, and building trust and support (Botha, 2022;
Haddad, 2015; Meylina, 2015; Subuhana, 2023). Behavior management strategies in
large classes may include establishing classroom rules, behavior expectations and
consequences for misbehavior (Benbow et al., 2007; Botha, 2022; Nakabugo et al.,
2008; Safura et al., 2023), teacher movement to maintain close proximity to learners
(Asodike & Onyeike, 2016; Botha, 2022; Ming & Qiang, 2017; Sudrajat, 2021), and
positive discipline strategies such as incentives, rewards, and positive narration
(Akintunde & Adeyiga, 2023; Asodike & Onyeike, 2016; Haddad, 2015; Nakabugo et
al., 2008). Classroom routines such as using seating charts, taking attendance, and
practicing classroom procedures can contribute to an orderly classroom (Ara &
Hossain, 2016; Haddad, 2015; Khosa, 2022; Mokeddem-Tagrara, 2023). Despite the
findings shared above, the available evidence is not based on empirical research
examining the actual impact of suggested pedagogical practices on learning
outcomes (see Barnes-Story et al., 2025 for a scoping review of large class pedagogy);
therefore, limited conclusions can be drawn from these anecdotal and observational
findings.

Our research contributes to the empirical understanding of current pedagogical
practices in low-resource, overcrowded classrooms by examining the beliefs of
Malawian education stakeholders. We also examine large class pedagogical practices
taught in IPTE programs and student teachers and teacher educator beliefs. We
identify promising practices and knowledge gaps to inform future education system
interventions. Lastly, understanding the challenges that educators experience is
crucial for shedding light on systemic issues impacting the success of
intervention/training. Empirical evidence from this research can inform the design of
training to improve teaching practices in overcrowded classrooms in LMICs.

The Context of Malawi

The United Nations has documented an annual growth rate of 2.6% for the
population of primary school aged children across SSA over the past decade (United
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs Population Division, 2024). In
Malawi, this population was projected to pass 4.10 million in 2025, intensifying
educational challenges and strains on the system. Despite government-funded efforts
to increase teacher hiring, insufficient deployment has led to class sizes as large as

Current Issues in Comparative Education 25



Barnes-Story et al.

414, with a national average of 120 (Ministry of Education, 2020). High repetition
rates (27% for boys, 26% for girls) and low primary school completion rates (36% for
boys, 41% for girls) reflect systemic education issues (Ministry of Education, 2024a).
Learning outcomes are among the lowest in the region, with only 4% of grade 2 and
11% of grade 4 students demonstrating proficient oral reading fluency in the local
language (Abt Associates, 2021) and grade 4 students showing only emergent
numeracy skills (Brombacher et al., 2015).

The Government of Malawi continues to be committed to improving the quality of
education and reducing teacher workload through concerted efforts such as
increasing the number of teachers and classrooms. We acknowledge that scaling up
the educational resources in the country will take time and, in the meantime,
students enrolled today deserve a high-quality education. Thus, current teachers
need training and support to provide the best possible instruction to their students.
The Malawi Teacher Competency Framework encourages teachers to understand the
curriculum and adapt teaching and assessment methods for large classes, but it fails
to provide specific guidance to help teachers accomplish these goals and does not
address the class size issue. Furthermore, there is no evidence that IPTE programs
adequately address the issue of instruction in overcrowded classes.

In Malawi, the early grades timetable allocates two teacher-led periods of remedial
instruction each week, but without effective pedagogical training for large classes,
teachers will be unable to use this time effectively. Teacher educators and student
teachers should actively participate in research designed to identify strategies that
optimize teaching in large classes (Reason & Bradbury, 2008). It is essential to reframe
the narrative around large-classroom teaching (Valérien, 1991) and engage in
rigorous research on effective LCP to achieve educational equity and address severe
learning poverty across Malawi.

In this study, practicing teachers reported primary class sizes of 75 to 230 learners,
averaging 109. The IPTE Programme Handbook recommends a maximum of 60
learners for student teachers (Florida State University, 2023), yet most reported
classes over 90. Observed classes had enrollments of 62 to 150, but with up to 41%
absenteeism, actual attendance ranged from 57 to 138.

Methods

Research Design

This study utilized an exploratory research design (Bridges, 2023) to examine LCP
taught and used in Malawi during pre-service teacher preparation. We sought to
establish the specific practices that both primary school student teachers and class
teachers use in teaching practice schools (TPSs) as well as those taught by teacher
educators at teacher training colleges (TTCs). Researchers conducted a total of 15 Key
Informant Interviews (KlIs) and 18 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs), in addition to
administering 9 surveys (one at all participating institutions). The FGDs gathered
information about the use of teaching strategies, pedagogical methods, assessment
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strategies, classroom management, and other challenges found in large classes. KlIs
collected information on the understanding of large class teaching practices,
assessment, and management practices—as well as administrative support provided
for teachers and student teachers. Surveys collected demographic site-level data.

School and Class Selection

To avoid selection bias, we randomly sampled six TTCs in various types of locations
representing the six education divisions in Malawi, along with one rural and/or one
urban TPS attached to each TTC. The final sample included nine primary schools: six
rural, one peri-urban, one urban, and one semi-urban. At each TTC, we engaged 6-8
teacher educators teaching a variety of disciplines in FGDs and conducted a KII with
the Teaching Practice Coordinator. At each TPS, we conducted two FGDs (one with
approximately six student teachers and another with 6-8 classroom teachers) and a
KII with the headteacher. Additionally, we observed and recorded lessons in three
classrooms across Standards 2 and 4 at each school. Due to space constraints, these
analyses will be reported in a separate paper.

Participants

Participants from TTCs included teacher educators, teaching practice coordinators
and student teachers. TTC participants were recruited based on the nomination by
the Heads of Department (i.e., Department Chairs from the Education Department,
Languages Department, Mathematics Department, and Professional Studies
Department). Participants from the TPSs included headteachers and class teachers.
Headteachers nominated teachers to participate based on their class size.
Additionally, 27 teachers were selected for classroom observation.

Table 1.
Participant Engagement

Participant type Number Focal data collection tool(s)
Teacher educator 36 Focus group discussions (FGDs)
Teachi ti
eac %ng practice 6 Key informant interviews (KlIs)
coordinator
Student teacher 54 Focus group discussions (FGDs)
Key inf i i KII
Headteacher 10 ! ey‘ in F)rmant interviews (KIIs),
institutional survey
F di i FGD
Class teacher 54 ocus group discussions (FGDs),

selected classroom observations

Ethical Considerations

Prior to data collection, the research team obtained research approval from the
Florida State University Institutional Review Board (IRB). Approval was submitted
to the Malawi MoE to obtain permission to access educational institutions and to
collect data from participants. We implemented an informed consent process
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approved by the Florida State University IRB and the MoE. These boards ensured
that participants would be fully informed of the research processes, were able to
withdraw from or refuse participation in the research, and their data would be
deidentified and protected.

Enumerator Training

Data collection was led by the second and third authors and supported by three
Malawian researchers who were part of the Strengthening Teacher Education and
Practice Activity—a collaboration funded through United States Agency for
International Development (USAID)-Malawi. All researchers completed training on
ethical research procedures and best practices for data collection, with opportunities
to practice facilitating FGDs and KlIs.

Data Collection Process

We collected data in April 2024 over a duration of four weeks, collecting informed
consent from all participants prior to administering any data collection tools. The
KIIs and FGDs were conducted in English and Chichewa in quiet spaces and offices
within the school.

Data Analysis

We used thematic analysis to identify LCP practices in Malawi and factors that
inhibit effective practices (Miles et al., 2020). FGDs and KllIs were transcribed
verbatim and coded using NVivo 14. We utilized a combination of deductive and
inductive codes and developed themes through second-cycle analysis (Saldafia,
2021). Collaboratively, we completed coding and analysis, following guidelines from
Richards and Hemphill (2018), with reflexive memo-writing and data source
triangulation to enhance trustworthiness.

Findings

Pedagogical Practices Educators Believe are Effective for Large Classes

Educators in this study identified three key approaches for teaching large classes
effectively: group work, remediation, and classroom management through peer
monitoring.

Group Work

First, group work is the primary strategy mentioned by teachers, student teachers,
and teacher educators to handle large classes, as it reduces teacher workload and, in
their view, fosters learner participation and peer teaching. However, educators face
challenges in facilitating group work effectively because of the large number of
groups they must manage, leading to repetitive approaches and limiting
opportunities for diverse activities to enhance learning.

Educators describe group work as their main strategy to teach large classes
effectively, citing its ability to create a small-class atmosphere within a large setting.
Teachers described facilitating group work by assigning group names, determining
group size based on attendance and availability of materials (typically 5-10 learners
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in a group but up to 20), designating group leaders to manage tasks, providing clear
instructions, actively monitoring groups, and reorganizing groups periodically to
avoid over-familiarity. They also noted that grouping learners and assigning group
leaders also helps reduce problem behaviors through increased participation and
leaders who distribute materials and keep their peers on-task. Groups can share
materials, alleviating resource shortages, and teachers have less marking to complete
by assessing group work rather than individual work.

Teachers and student teachers rely on group work but face many challenges that
hinder its effectiveness. Instructional strategies taught at TTCs are often impractical
due to large class sizes and limited classroom space at TPSs. Proficient learners may
dominate tasks, sidelining struggling peers who disengage or disrupt. A headteacher
cautioned that only capable learners benefit if groups are not carefully managed.
Resource sharing remains difficult, with groups of 10-20 learners often sharing one
book, limiting participation. Although educators regularly mentioned that groups
ideally should not exceed eight learners, shortages of materials and time lead to
larger groups. Overcrowded classrooms also restrict teacher movement, complicating
group monitoring and enabling off-task behavior. Furthermore, many teachers find
that the 35-40-minute lesson periods are insufficient to complete all the steps of
group work including introductions, instructions or modelling, monitoring, and
group presentations—especially because they may have up to 20 groups per class.

Teachers in this study exclusively use mixed-ability groups to leverage peer teaching,
pairing “able” or “fast” learners with “less able” or “slow” ones. One teacher
educator noted that “bright learners” act as “assistant teachers” in these groups, with
group leaders—typically advanced learners—in charge of demonstrating concepts
and supporting their peers academically, while managing tasks and behavior.

Remedial Lessons

Second, to meet the needs of learners in overcrowded classrooms, all primary school
educators rely on remedial lessons, which are typically held 2-3 times weekly in
government schools, but only once per week in double-shift schools. These sessions
rely on re-teaching, peer teaching, and group work. The presence of the entire class
during these lessons may limit the provision of targeted support. Educators
emphasized remedial lessons as the primary method to support struggling learners
in large classes, due to the difficulty of integrating individualized support,
misconception correction, differentiation, or extra practice during regular lessons.
Instead, a large portion of class time is prioritized for assessment and marking, and
remedial sessions, scheduled one-to-three times weekly, are designated as the time to
address knowledge gaps.

In the Malawian context, remedial lessons occur within the regular timetable and all
learners attend, requiring teachers to plan activities for both enrichment and
remediation. Educators in this study lacked a consistent approach to addressing
struggling learners' needs during these periods. When asked about how they support
struggling learners, Emmanuel, a primary school headteacher, observed,
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“For the lesson on a particular day, they have again a period of remediation,
more especially on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, where they check
those learners who were not doing well during lesson presentation. Because
as they deliver their lessons, they even assess their learners whether they are
following. To those who are finding some challenges, they do remediation
activities.”

Some teachers reteach challenging lessons at a slower pace or using alternative
methods, while others organize differentiated groups for games or leveled activities,
which are led by higher-performing learners. For instance, Mary, a student teacher,
...we divide those learners

"

described grouping learners by specific difficulties:
according to those things they have difficulties with [sic]. If a learner is finding
difficulties in letter sounds, we will group the child with his or her friends who are
having problems with letter sounds...” Occasionally, teachers provide direct
instruction to small groups, but given large class sizes and high remedial needs,
targeted support occurs infrequently, perhaps once every few weeks. Remedial
periods are also used for completing individual assessments, which further limits
time for instruction.

Effective remedial support includes explicit instruction, targeted feedback,
small-group teaching, familiar language use, differentiated instruction, skill
progression, practice opportunities, progress monitoring, and data-driven
adjustments (Fletcher et al., 2011; Foorman et al., 2016; Spear-Swerling, 2015). In
Malawi, a policy requiring all learners to attend remedial periods complicates
differentiation, as teachers must address varied skill levels (UNESCO, 2020). Teachers
in LMICs attempt skill-based grouping and progression, reassigning learners as they
advance (Wawire et al., 2024). However, large class sizes hinder small-group
instruction and feedback, with reliance on peer leaders for differentiated activities.
Struggling learners receive infrequent direct teacher support due to high demand.

Some teachers in Malawi adopt innovative remediation strategies. One educator
described collaborating with a partner teacher to provide small-group literacy
instruction to struggling learners when non-core subjects were being taught. Another
educator adjusted lesson activities to match the learners’ skill levels, such as
assigning syllables instead of paragraphs to struggling readers. District- and
school-level solutions, like grouping learners across classes by specific needs, could
enhance instructional effectiveness (Duflo et al., 2011; UNESCO, 2022). Employing
trained paraprofessionals or community volunteers with structured curricula could
also support small-group remediation (Jacob et al., 2016; Lindo et al., 2018; UNESCO,
2020; USAID, 2023).

Classroom Management Techniques

Third, nearly all educators across primary schools and TTCs identify classroom
management as critical in overcrowded settings. Educators reported using classroom
rules, consequences, counseling, seating plans, attention getters, proximity, positive
narration, and encouragement to maintain focus and minimize disruptions, enabling
more instructional time. However, due to the large number of learners, primary
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school teachers systemically lean heavily on classroom peer monitoring to manage
behavior. The following section will summarize these themes, elaborate on their
implications, and explore potential evidence-based improvements for large-class

pedagogy.

In half of the FGDs, educators described using several reactive and relational
strategies for managing behavior in large classes, but also enlist select learners, called
class leaders, to monitor and manage the behavior of their peers. For instance,
teachers use attention getters like songs, dance, tone variation, storytelling, games,
and handclapping to re-engage distracted learners. They also believe that knowing
learners” names helps them to address off-task behavior effectively, as Ann, a
primary school teacher noted, “...when one learner is misbehaving...the teacher just
mentions that name” to regain focus.

Preventative classroom management strategies are used to curb disruptive behavior
in overcrowded classrooms. Some educators co-create classroom rules with learners,
which are linked to specific consequences like chores, standing during lessons, or
demoting group leaders. Some teachers mentioned offering guidance, involving
parents, or engaging discipline committees to address persistent issues. Many
educators believe that seating plans, such as alternating genders or arranging rows
with a central path, can promote attentiveness. For example, some educators also try
to establish routines when transitioning to group work.

Teachers and student teachers strive to manage behavior through positive
relationships, despite challenges connecting with individual learners in large classes.
Standard 1 and 2 teachers who received training as part of the USAID-funded
NextGen project explained that they greet learners at the door, fostering connection
and improving attendance by creating a positive mood. Positive narration (praising
specific desired behaviors) encourages others to follow suit. Luka, a teacher educator
noted, “I praise [a learner] ...and others start following.” They use clapping
sequences to celebrate correct answers, while encouraging learners for incorrect
responses with phrases like “Thank you for trying.”

Reliance on group leaders is prevalent. They provide academic support and behavior
monitoring during group work. Class leaders, appointed or elected, assist with
discipline when teachers are writing on the board or out of the room. However, class
leaders face tensions between loyalty to teachers and policing peers, which can
involve fear or violence, potentially harming both the class leaders and other
students.

Challenges Implementing Large Classroom Strategies in Overcrowded Classrooms
Primary school teachers as well as teacher educators cited four key barriers to
effective teaching in large classes. First, the scarcity of space, materials, and time
produced by overcrowded classrooms, textbook shortages (often 20+ learners per
book), and timetable pressures—limit effective teaching and increase behavior issues
(Marais, 2016). Second, excessive assessment demands lead teachers to prioritize
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marking over instruction, resulting in little time for assessment data to guide
instruction. Third, the IPTE curriculum and in-service training lack targeted content
on LCP, despite rising enrollments and policy requirements (Ministry of Education,
2024b). Finally, teacher frustration and demotivation, driven by low pay, delayed
stipends, and limited pathways for professional growth hinder progress. Addressing
these systemic challenges is critical for effective interventions.

Scarcity of Resources Interact to Amplify Challenges

Educators described how the space constraints, insufficient materials, and time
pressures of overcrowded classrooms amplify each other to hinder teaching and
learning. When asked about challenges that teachers face, Blessings, a primary school
teacher observed, “The most challenge to teachers is inadequate resources, seconded
by inadequate infrastructures.” Furthermore, the wide range of learner needs in
large classes are extremely challenging to meet and exacerbated by these resource
scarcities.

Inadequate classroom space and classroom shortages in Malawi create significant
barriers to effective teaching in large classes. Classroom shortages lead to double
shifting, shortening school days and restricting remedial lessons to once a week.
Overcrowding can create noisy classrooms, making it hard for learners to hear the
teacher, and insufficient space and furniture makes it difficult to use active learning
strategies. Insufficient toilets cause delays, further disrupting learning. For example,
educators at one school reported having only eight toilets for over 2000 learners.
Inside the classroom, teachers report that cramped conditions encourage copying
and off-task behavior, while restricting teacher movement for behavior management,
individualized support, or group monitoring.

Insufficient textbooks and teaching materials in Malawi’s large classes hinder
effective pedagogy. Reporting ratios as high as 20 learners per book, teachers resort
to less effective methods, like excessive blackboard copying, reducing instructional
time and engagement. Teacher-made materials help but creating them for large
classes is time-intensive and costly—exacerbated by low pay, delayed stipends, and
unsecured classrooms.

Time scarcity is a significant frustration for educators. Preparing materials,
conducting assessments, and marking assignments for more than 100 learners takes
substantial time. Group and pair work, while valuable, is also time intensive.
Teachers described the difficulty of students to accomplish their work and 10-20
groups to report out within 35-40-minute lessons. Double shifting due to classroom
shortages reduces the school day to 3.5 hours, further compressing instructional time.
Yowasi, a primary school teacher, noted, “because sometimes we just teach without
learners understanding because we are running out of time. So, we are against time.”
In response, many teachers regretfully described coping by prioritizing curriculum
coverage over learning, focusing on select learners, or emphasizing assessments over
instruction.

Assessment Requirements Overwhelm Teachers
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The primary school teachers in this study consider the volume and frequency of
required assessments unrealistic for large classes, describing overwhelming
expectations from learners, parents, headteachers, and the government.
Consequently, teachers and student teachers prioritize daily marking, continuous
assessments, and end-of-unit/term testing over instructional time.

Primary school teachers face intense pressure from parents, learners, headteachers,
and the Ministry of Education to prioritize frequent assessments and daily marking,
expectations that have not changed since free primary education was introduced.
This emphasis reduces instructional time, with teachers spending 10-15 minutes per
30—40-minute lesson correcting books. Oral assessments take up to a week to
complete. Continuous assessment records are mandated, but stakeholders explained
that teacher training focuses on record-keeping rather than using data to inform
instruction.

Teachers adapt to the intense assessment demands by reducing question quality,
relying on low-level recall or multiple-choice questions, and employing group
assessments to save time and resources. Chifundo, a student teacher, noted “instead
of twenty questions, I can just give five,” due to class size. Group assessments
simplify marking but lack research on their impact on primary-grade learning
(Ackers & Hardman, 2001; Hoadley, 2024; Nappi, 2017). While some of these
practices (such as group assessment) may be positive adaptations, they likely
undermine the ultimate purposes of assessment. For example, time pressures lead
some teachers to fill progress records without assessing all learners, corroding
assessment validity. Thokozani, a teacher educator observed, “there’s no way you
can assess 147 learners each and every week.”

IPTE is Not Contextualized for Class Sizes in Malawi

While education stakeholders in Malawi are cognizant that overcrowded classes are a
persistent systemic issue since the introduction of free primary education, the
findings of this study suggest that teacher PD and the IPTE curriculum do not
adequately address best practices for teaching and managing large classes. Malawian
educators report that PD, including district-level refresher courses, school-based
continuous PD, teacher learning circles, and intervention-specific trainings, are
inadequate. According to participants, systemic issues such as inconsistent PD
opportunities, lack of funding, limited materials, and few skilled training
personnel—combined with a PD culture that is more focused on financial incentives
and arrangements than high-quality implementation—undermine teacher growth.

Educators Throughout the System are Demotivated

Educators at all levels in the system describe feeling undercompensated,
unsupported, and unrecognized by the government and their superiors. As a result,
they are less motivated to take on the extraordinary work required to teach large
classes well. Several participants described teachers and teacher educators as
“working under protest.” They are overburdened with the demands of teaching and
assessing such large classes while also being underpaid and having few
opportunities to advance professionally or receive recognition for their work. Despite
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these challenges, teachers expressed ongoing commitment to fulfilling their
responsibilities, perhaps out of a sense of professional calling or concern for the
learners in their care. However, these challenges take a toll on their motivation and
impact learners in their classes.

Improving LCP in Malawi will require listening to the voices of these teachers and
attending to the concerns that affect their professional satisfaction and motivation.
Teachers, teacher educators, and student teachers in this study report that they are
experiencing financial challenges due to low or delayed pay, stipends, and
allowances, which affects their motivation. Student teachers struggle with basic
needs due to delayed stipends, while teacher educators face financial strain from
unpaid travel allowances to observe and evaluate student teacher performance. The
flat salary structure offers minimal raises for teachers, even after years of service.
Low pay and poor conditions reduce professional commitment, hindering teaching
quality. Addressing these financial challenges is essential for improving LCP.

Beyond pay, teachers feel that their efforts are not recognized and rewarded.
Mphatso, a primary school headteacher explained that teachers often lack
promotions, saying, “You might see a teacher teaching for 10, 15 years without any
promotion... So those things are demotivating the teachers.” Participants in this study
suggest that even simple acknowledgments like certificates could boost motivation,
but resource shortages prevent this. Another headteacher, Dumisani, noted, “teacher
motivation [would improve] ...if they are given something as a reward for best
practices, but inadequate resources hinder it.” Teacher motivation is critical for
effective LCP, as implementation quality depends on motivated educators and
supportive conditions.

Discussion

Our research examined the pedagogical practices that education stakeholders in
Malawi consider effective for managing large classes, as well as the key challenges
they encounter when implementing these practices. Findings indicate that the
strategies most frequently reported by participants—providing clear instructions,
actively monitoring groups, assigning specific learner roles, and forming
mixed-ability groups—are broadly aligned with established expert recommendations
(Juanita Moller, 2021; Molina et al., 2018) and are commonly documented throughout
sub-Saharan Africa (Altinyelken, 2012; Reda & Hagos, 2015; Kitsili & Murray, 2024).
Teachers also employ proximity control—standing near disruptive learners without
verbal intervention—as a non-disruptive behavior-management technique (Ulfah et
al., 2020), although its effectiveness is often compromised in overcrowded classrooms
with severely restricted space.

Despite the apparent appropriateness of these approaches, several persistent
challenges undermine their impact. Over-reliance on peer teaching and fixed group
leaders can overburden higher-ability students while denying critical support to
those who need it most (Mitchell, 2023). Furthermore, learning outcomes are
hampered by inadequate modelling of classroom routines, the absence of role
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rotation within groups, physical space constraints, shortages of teaching and learning
materials, and high rates of learner absenteeism.

Applying Engestrom’s (2015) second-generation Cultural-Historical Activity Theory
(CHAT) helps explain why evidence-based practices struggle to take root and why
learning outcomes remain low despite teachers’ considerable efforts. In this
framework, the subjects are primary-school teachers and student teachers, most of
whom receive little or no specific preparation for teaching classes of 80-150+
learners. They rely on a narrow set of mediating tools—a single chalkboard, one
textbook shared among 10-20 children, improvised group-work protocols, peer
monitors, remedial scripts, and simplified assessment shortcuts—to pursue the
immediate object of keeping an unmanageably large class functioning each day:
delivering some curriculum, maintaining basic order, and fulfilling mandatory
record-keeping. The intended outcome—equitable learning gains for every child—is
systematically blocked and is unlikely to be achieved in the foreseeable future given
ongoing population growth and universal-enrolment policies (e.g., Barnes-Story et
al., 2025).

Instruction is tightly constrained by rules such as Free Primary Education (FPE)
mandates that guarantee access without corresponding increases in teachers,
classrooms, or materials, combined with heavy administrative requirements for daily
marking and continuous assessment. The broader community includes learners,
parents, headteachers, teacher training colleges, the MoE, and international donors
pursuing SDG 4. The division of labor is heavily skewed: much of the actual
teaching, behavior monitoring, and resource distribution is offloaded onto children
themselves (group leaders and higher-achieving peers) while the Ministry imposes
assessment demands that cannot realistically be met. This system produces a
profound and enduring contradiction: the survival strategies that allow teachers to
meet the daily object-making the overcrowded classroom day function-are the very
same strategies that prevent the system from achieving its stated outcome of
equitable learning for all. Peer delegation and assessment shortcuts enable short-term
coping but deepen inequity and sustain learning poverty over time.

This contradiction also manifests in assessment and teacher development.
Continuous assessment policies, intended to be formative, have become burdensome
summative record-keeping exercises that consume instructional time without
informing teaching (Barrett, 2007; Sayed & Kanjee, 2013). Similarly, the Initial
Primary Teacher Education (IPTE) curriculum offers only generic guidance on group
work and engagement, providing almost no context-specific preparation for
multilingual, under-resourced, 100+-learner classrooms (Florida State University,
2023). Teacher educators and practitioners alike report that many recommended
activities are physically impossible or ineffective under real conditions.

Teachers in Malawi and similar LMICs consistently rank resource and infrastructure
deficits above pedagogical skill gaps as the primary barrier to quality (Schweisfurth,
2011; present study). Coping mechanisms—prioritizing curriculum coverage over
depth, focusing on responsive learners, and shifting effort toward assessment
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compliance—are rational responses within the current system but directly contribute
to persistently low learning outcomes across the region (Bold et al., 2017; Lavy, 2015).
Effective reform must therefore move beyond isolated training on “better group
work” and target the structural contradictions identified in the CHAT analysis:
aligning rules with realistic class sizes, redistributing labor through additional
qualified adults rather than children, expanding usable tools (textbooks, space,
planning time), and redesigning pre- and in-service preparation around empirically
piloted large-class methods supported by sustained mentoring and coaching
(Barnes-Story, 2025; Darling-Hammond, 2017; Piper et al., 2018). Without such
systemic intervention, evidence-based large-class pedagogy will remain an aspiration
rather than a classroom reality.

Conclusion

The overall goal of this research is to examine pedagogical practices that Malawian
educators and preservice teachers perceive to be effective for overcrowded
classrooms. We further examine challenges that educators face during
implementation of instruction in large classes. The findings highlight that
groupwork, ability grouping, remediation, and active learning strategies are viewed
as crucial LCP, despite class size being a major hindrance to effective
implementation. Teachers also indicate that they use a variety of management
strategies including peer monitoring and class leaders. Preventative actions, reactive
strategies, and positive relationships are perceived to be useful, though not often
used. Limited space, insufficient resources, and time pressures interdependently
constrain effective pedagogy, amplifying each other to limit instructional practices.
Recommendations ignoring these interconnected barriers are unlikely to yield
sustainable improvements in teaching or learning outcomes. However, addressing
one barrier, such as by increasing learner books, could create positive ripple effects
by reducing time spent on material preparation and classroom management,
allowing teachers to focus on differentiated group work and individual support.
Interventions should leverage these interconnections to prioritize solutions with the
broadest impact on teaching and learning. Shanahan (2020) puts it simply and
succinctly that “the only way to know if any instructional approach is effective is to
try it out in classrooms and to measure its impact on student learning” (p. 242).
Research has yet to determine what types of strategies or methods improve student
outcomes within the real conditions teachers face in Malawi (small classrooms, many
learners, few resources). Furthermore, any such recommendations need to account
for fostering student learning in ways that draw on (rather than clash with)
sociocultural norms of Malawian classrooms and society. Effective LCP has not yet
been realized.

Research is critical for generating more effective evidence-based pedagogical
practices that are geared toward collaborations with teachers and other stakeholders
in the country to determine what enhancements could work within the context. This
calls for researchers and educational stakeholders to create and test evidence-based
models that include more explicit instruction, culturally appropriate learner-centered
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teaching, the use of group and pair work and other active learning strategies,
streamlined classroom routines, classroom management strategies, implicit and
explicit feedback techniques, and strategies to promote teacher-student interactions
in a culturally appropriate manner. These models can be designed and pilot tested
with adequate training and coaching support for teachers in the classroom. One
opportunity to improve LCP in Malawi is to better leverage partner teaching
(co-teaching) among teachers who are assigned to the same class (a common
situation in large classes at urban schools). Education stakeholders might consider
increasing the capacity of teachers and administrators for effective co-teaching and
establishing policy guidelines for co-teaching, monitoring and evaluation
frameworks, and support for co-teachers. This could reduce teachers’ reliance on
class leaders and peer monitors.

Further research is needed to understand workload-efficient approaches to
assessment in very large classes. Peer- and self-assessment could reduce marking
demands, but learners frequently distrust peer grading, resulting in perceived bias
(Akintunde & Adeyiga, 2023; Asodike & Onyeike, 2016). With clear rubrics, training,
and teacher oversight, however, peer assessment has been shown to be both
time-saving and pedagogically valuable (Harris & Brown, 2013). Current assessment
demands, compounded by class size, create an environment largely unsupportive of
Assessment for Learning (Clarke, 2011; Darling-Hammond & Wentworth, 2010).
Policy responses should therefore include streamlined assessment frameworks,
parent and learner sensitization to reduced marking frequency, and targeted
professional development on using assessment data for differentiated instruction and
remediation (Bold et al., 2017).

While this study is Malawi-specific, several implications are relevant to LMICs facing
comparable constraints (e.g., overcrowded classes, limited materials, and short
instructional periods). Primary schools in similar contexts should explore how
evidence-based practices maximize the value of group/pair work and whole class
instruction.

By establishing evidence-based, contextually relevant strategies for differentiated
instruction, feedback, classroom management, and questioning to encourage high
order thinking, administrators can promote teacher-student interactions that drive
learning. In addition to core pedagogical content knowledge, teachers need to learn
pedagogical knowledge that is contextualized for large classes as part of their
pre-service and in-service teacher training. These trainings should also help teachers
enhance the existing structures of remedial programs by focusing on best practices to
deliver multi-tiered instruction, integrate positive classroom management, and
discourage over-reliance on peer teaching/monitoring. Teachers need time to plan
for instruction, and student teachers need to learn how to teach in classes with a
limited number of learners.

Pre-service teacher education curriculum should be revised/updated to include
teaching approaches for large classes in the context of LMICs. Teacher educators
need to receive training in evidence-based methods for teaching in large classes and
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opportunities to model these methods to mentor, class, and student teachers in
demonstration or teaching practice schools (Koo et al.,, 2025). LCP should be
prioritized on the list of critical topics for participatory action research, encouraging
piloting / contextualizing evidence-based approaches and creating an evidence base
for what works in LMICs.

Systemically, LMIC governments need to find a way to reduce class size by investing
in the provision of classroom blocks and the hiring of teachers. Teaching and learning
require increased access to learning materials. Stronger policies and resources, such
as a framework and structured teacher’s guide, a structure for remedial lessons,
accompanying training for teachers can educate and empower teachers to be capable
of meeting the needs of their many learners—particularly if the materials support
differentiating instruction to sequence skill progression, utilizing assessment to
inform instruction, and providing targeted support to struggling learners. These
education systems must establish realistic assessment requirements and expectations
for teachers and sensitize stakeholders on the purposes of assessment, assessment
priorities, and the importance of using assessment data to inform instruction.
Capacity building is needed for teachers and administrators on the core aspects of
assessments—assessment for learning, assessment of learning, and assessment as
learning—as well as techniques for assessments, types of assessment, and peer
assessments that work well in large classes.
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This qualitative study explores how Haitian-heritage adult women in a rural batey in the
Dominican Republic understand and experience literacy. Drawing on one-on-one and group
interviews with eight women enrolled in an adult literacy program, the research centers the
voices of learners often marginalized in wider society. Through an inductive thematic
analysis, the study reveals that participants view literacy not only as the ability to read and
write, but as a form of empowerment closely tied to multilingualism, personal agency, and
social participation. This study contributes to broader conversations about literacy as a social
practice and the transformative potential of adult literacy education in contexts shaped by
historical, structural, and protracted inequities.

Keywords: adult literacy, belonging, education in emergencies, Freirian pedagogy, human
capability approach

Introduction

The ability to read and write is an empowering skill: a tool of agency and freedom.
Literacy enables a unique engagement with personhood, fostering critical thinking
and self-determining choices (Freire, 2018/1970). As argued in Amartya Sen and
Martha Nussbaum’s capabilities approach, literacy significantly curtails or empowers
what people can do or be, and thus their freedom to pursue a dignified livelihood
according to their values (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 1993; Maddox, 2008).

International organizations reference these literacy-related benefits as grounds for
their designation as a fundamental human right (UNESCO, 2023). Despite such
status, adult literacy learners are often overlooked in global education and
development agendas (Robinson, 2005; Grotliischen et al., 2025). The benefits of
literacy for adults in particular are concrete and wide-reaching, such as increased
personal confidence, communities” health outcomes, and their children’s school
attainment (DeWalt et al.,, 2004; Le Vine et al.,, 2011; Stromquist, 1997). These
outcomes illustrate how the empirical evidence reflects the broader theoretical claims
in the first paragraph: adult literacy strengthens individual agency and expands
people’s substantive capabilities in line with Freire and the capabilities approach.
These outcomes demonstrate how the empirical evidence supports the broader
theoretical claims discussed above: adult literacy can enhance individual agency and
expand people’s substantive capabilities. This is consistent with Freire’s
understanding of empowerment and with the capabilities approach.

Literacy’s role as a tool for meaning-making and life-building becomes particularly
salient in contexts where access to other foundational resources for well-being—such
as stable legal status, economic opportunity, and public services—is severely
restricted. Bateys in the Dominican Republic—former temporary settlements for
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seasonal sugarcane workers that have since become permanent communities—face
precisely these kinds of constraints (Childers, 2021; Zecca & Castel, 2020). In addition
to a widespread lack of economic opportunity, the Haitian heritage of many residents
of bateys places them in a situation of liminal legality—a condition in which their
legal status is uncertain or only partially recognized—in the Dominican Republic,
which often hinders participation in public education initiatives and the wider
formal society (Childers, 2021; Shipley, 2015). Previous analyses reported that
illiteracy in bateyes was nearly three times higher than the national rate (Riveros,
2014); more recent national and field reports confirm persistent, high levels of
educational exclusion in bateyes, though up-to-date, disaggregated batey-level
literacy statistics are not publicly available (UNESCO, 2023; Making Cents/USAID,
2023; UNDP, 2022).

Academic literature engaging with Dominican bateys is largely medicalized,
focusing on health-related crises and interventions, with limited work considering
the experiences of Dominico-Haitian adults in regard to literacy and literacy learning
(Kreniske, 2019; Madrid, 2014). On the scale of programming, limited research is
available regarding effective adult literacy programs compared to those of early
reading (Comings & Soricone, 2007). This dearth is concerning, considering the
research affirming the far-reaching benefits of adult literacy for individuals and
communities (DeWalt et al., 2004; Le Vine et al., 2011; Stromquist, 1997). This paper
draws from interviews with eight women to show how women who do not know
how to read understand the possibilities of multilingual literacy. Based on these
conversations, the paper looks at how these understandings might inform planning
effective adult literacy programming for the community. This study recognizes that
literacy exists on a continuum rather than as a simple literate/illiterate binary and,
therefore, avoids the term illiterate. Instead, it uses individuals’ self-assessed
confidence in independently reading a text as an indicator of where they fall along
that continuum. In the context of one batey in the Dominican Republic, this paper
asks: How do adults who do not feel confident reading understand literacy?

Bateys in Context

Batey communities in the Dominican Republic are populated mostly by Haitians or
Dominicans of Haitian descent, due to their historical origins as temporary camps for
braceros, or sugar cane workers in English (Jansen, 2013). Over time, these temporary
dwellings for migrant workers have become established social communities home to
men, women, and children, and their own informal economy (Zecca Castel, 2020).
Socially, bateys are “dynamic bicultural and transnational constellation[s],” where a
mix of recently arrived Haitians, Haitians with decades of residing in the
DominicanRepublic, and fourth-generation Dominican-born people of Haitian
descent often live together (Jansen, 2021, p.119). Estimates suggest there are around
500 bateys in the Dominican Republic, typically surrounded by sugar cane fields and
severed from access to most basic services (Zecca Castel, 2020). Bateys represent
reserves of a valuable and cheap workforce well-suited for the interests of the
Dominican economy (Zecca Castel, 2020).
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Depending on the recency of their Haitian heritage, most batey residents use a
continuum of Haitian Creole and Spanish: from predominantly Haitian Creole, with
basic Spanish comprehension, to primarily Spanish-speaking, with some Creole
comprehension skills (Jansen, 2013). Haitian Creole knowledge is often stigmatized
outside of the batey as a marker of otherness, and even within the batey amongst
some Dominican-born adults (Jansen, 2013). In bateys, it is common to refer to
fluency in the Spanish language as speaking “dominicano” and, similarly, fluency in
Haitian Creole as speaking “haitiano” (Zecca Castel, 2020). A language serves as a
social marker to delineate who fits in the tightly defined categories of “Dominican”
or “Haitian.”

The turbulent construction-and accompanying racialization— of dominicanidad since
the country’s beginnings has been buttressed by fearful, and at times hateful,
aversion to Haiti. The antagonistic relationship between the two sides of the island
began from the start of Hispaniola’s colonization, with the Spanish fearing the
military prowess and more numerous populations of the French colonizers in Haiti
(Wigginton & Middleton, 2019). In 1822, President Boyer of Haiti invaded the eastern
side of the island one year after its independence from Spain and established a
22-year occupation of the territory (Sanders Gémez, 2018; Duany, 2009; Wigginton &
Middleton, 2019). The Dominican Republic celebrates its Independence Day on
February 27 to mark the end of the Haitian occupation, not the end of Spanish
colonial rule (Wigginton & Middleton, 2019). Capitalizing on these historical
tensions, the brutal dictatorship of Rafael Trujillo from 1930-1961 proliferated
nationalistic, often racialized conceptions of Dominican identity (Lara, 2017).
Although Trujillo himself was a light-skinned mulatto (his maternal grandmother
was reportedly Haitian), he aggressively used state power to re-frame Dominican
identity as essentially white and European and to marginalize or eliminate
African-derived and Haitian-associated identities and influences (Paulino, 2016). His
legacy contributes to widespread, enduring anti-Haitianism present in the
Dominican Republic, which can surface as distancing from blackness in the
Dominican social imaginary (Moya Pons, 2010; San Miguel, 2005). Even within
bateys, negative judgments of perceived Haitianess commonly shape social
structures (Jansen, 2021).

Transnational, yet integrated communities, bateys serve as a frontier space in the
Dominican Republic’s forging of national identity. The Dominican Republic’s
struggle to forge a national identity—and particularly to incorporate blackness into
this conception—is well researched, and deeply rooted in Hispaniola’s political
history, the island shared today by the Dominican Republic and Haiti.
Anti-Haitianism is often confounded and consistently intertwined with Anti-Black
attitudes in this context, demonized in juxtaposition to the white, Hispanic,
dominicanidad emblematic of the country (Lara, 2017; San Miguel, 2005; Moya Pons,
2010).

Law and Belonging
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Contemporarily, these sentiments continue to be embodied politically in institutional
discrimination against individuals of Haitian descent. A Constitutional Amendment
in 2010 and a subsequent Supreme Court ruling in 2013 retroactively confiscates and
actively denies Dominican citizenship to thousands of Dominican-born individuals
of Haitian descent (Shipley, 2015). This ruling was rationalized by deeming
individuals recruited by agencies of the Dominican state from Haiti in the 20th
century to work in the sugar cane industry as “in-transit,” in the Dominican
Republic, negating any rights their children would have to remain in the Dominican
Republic (Petrozziello, 2014). In October of 2024, Dominican President Luis Abinader
announced a plan to deport 10,000 undocumented Haitians weekly, which in practice
has also resulted in the detention of Dominican-born people of Haitian descent
(Adames Alcantara & Coto, 2024). This announcement was made on the 87th
anniversary of the Parsley Massacre, a brutal state-organized killing of Haitians and
Dominicans of Haitian descent under dictator Rafael Trujillo (Movimiento
Reconocido, 2024).

Literature on Adult Literacy

The multilingual, transnational composition of bateys in the Dominican Republic and
their lack of access to the state as a guarantor of rights are relevant to understanding
literacy for adults and effective adult literacy program design in this context. Because
language practices in bateys span Haitian Creole and Spanish, research on
multilingual adult literacy is also essential for understanding literacy acquisition and
use in similarly multilingual environments. Studies on translanguaging and
multilingual literacy among adult migrants demonstrate that adult learners often
draw on full linguistic repertoires to make meaning, participate in learning, and
exercise agency (Garcia-Barroso, 2023; Wedin, 2024). Such research highlights that
literacy development for multilingual adults is shaped not only by skill acquisition
but also by navigating linguistic hierarchies, language stigma, and sociopolitical
marginalization—dynamics that closely mirror those in the batey context.

The following empirical studies suggest that adult literacy programs provide more
intrinsic than instrumental benefits to learners. Murphy-Graham traces the
psychological, social, and economic benefits for Honduran women who completed
the El Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial (SAT) literacy and numeracy program over a
decade in four Garifuna villages through semi-structured interviews and
observations (Murphy-Graham, 2008). While students felt personally empowered in
social life, her longitudinal qualitative study revealed that structural inequalities in
Honduran society still limited their socio-economic progress (Murphy-Graham,
2008). Similarly, Williamson and Boughton’s qualitative study using in-depth
interviews shows that Aboriginal adult participants in a literacy program in
Brewarrina, Australia, developed increased self-control and confidence, with
negligible impact on promoting community action as hypothesized (Williamson &
Boughton, 2021). They argue that empowerment leading to increased capabilities
does not come through literacy alone but requires examining and acting upon
structural oppression (Williamson & Boughton, 2021).
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Other case studies highlight numerous contextually relevant adult literacy curricula
created and implemented throughout the Global South. Muhr examines cooperation
between Global South countries in literacy program development through the Yo, Si
Puedo! audio-visual methodology, originating in Cuba in the early 2000s and
adopted by countries across Latin America, the Caribbean, Africa, and the USA
(Muhr, 2015). Similarly, Laksono et al. propose a functional literacy program
incorporating local wisdom in Indonesia’s Jember District to further learning
objectives (Laksono et al., 2018). A recent ethnographic analysis adds a longitudinal
perspective, finding that former participants in a rural Ugandan adult literacy
program selectively apply literacy in daily life when relevant to livelihoods or
religious practice (Odele, 2018). Odele argues that adult literacy programs must be
concretely rooted in students’ social realities to maximize benefits after completion
(Odele, 2018).

In addition to relevant curriculum and materials, research highlights the pivotal role
of implementation in effective literacy programming. Abbot et al.’s study of a
Rwandan NGO adult literacy program reports that learners wanted to become
literate to read the Bible, gain confidence, manage finances, navigate mobile phones,
interpret road signs, learn foreign languages, help children with homework, and
avoid deception (Abbot et al., 2020). However, participants had low attendance
because classes were held far from home, scheduled during work hours, and
required travel that competed with caregiving and household responsibilities (Abbot
et al., 2020). By contrast, Cortina and Sanchez analyze the implementation of the
Programa de Alfabetizacién y Educacion Bésica de Adultos (PAEBA), sponsored by
the Agencia Espafola de Cooperacion Internacional (AECI), in Honduras, Nicaragua,
El Salvador, and the Dominican Republic in the late 1990s (Cortina & Sanchez, 2007).
PAEBA programs were designed around learners” needs: classes were held nearby,
scheduled around work, and taught by trained educators (Cortina & Sanchez, 2007).
Despite its success, illiteracy rates remain high, as host countries have not addressed
underlying systemic issues such as poverty and limited access to better jobs (Cortina
& Sanchez, 2007).

While Freirean pedagogy aims to address these structural inequalities, research
suggests that its methodologies are difficult to operationalize. Bartlett, based on a
twelve-month ethnographic study of Brazilian literacy NGOs (Bartlett, 2005), argues
that what teachers understood as Freirean teaching was cultural relativism. Teachers
placed too much emphasis on community knowledge and avoided challenging
learners” ideas. They aimed to embody Freirean egalitarian dialogue as warm
sociability, spending class time on small talk (Bartlett, 2005). Although this helped
students overcome shame about illiteracy, surface-level conversation prevented
deeper engagement with the social and political realities Freire intended literacy
dialogue to address (Bartlett, 2005). Freire’s pedagogy explicitly confronts structural
inequalities by positioning learners as agents capable of analyzing and transforming
oppressive conditions; however, as Bartlett’'s work shows, these aims can be
undermined in practice when dialogue is simplified into affirmation rather than
critical inquiry.
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Research suggests the importance of contextually relevant curriculum, pedagogy,
and implementation in empowering adult literacy programming (Abbot et al., 2020;
Bartlett, 2005; Cortina & Sanchez, 2007; Garcia-Barroso, 2023; Laksono et al., 2018;
Muhr, 2015, Murphy-Graham, 2008; Odele, 2018; Wedin, 2024; Williamson &
Boughton, 2021). Both theory-informed logic and empirical data indicate that such
programming is more desired by students and more feasible for them to attend when
classes are located within their communities, scheduled around work obligations,
and accessible without significant travel or cost. However, as seen in the Rwandan
and PAEBA examples, institutional limitations for sustainably delivering such
programming remain a challenge. These theoretical underpinnings and empirical
examples of adult literacy programming are relevant to understanding the
experiences and attitudes toward literacy among adults in the batey.

Conceptual Framework

The following conceptual framework, illustrated below, helps illuminate how adult
literacy may shape empowerment among women living in the batey context. Because
this study examines how multilingual adult learners understand and experience
literacy, it is important to situate these theories in relation to the structural constraints
and limited capabilities that characterize batey life.

Figure 1. Conceptual Map
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Programming

According to Sen and Nussbaum’s Human Capabilities Approach (HCA), human
flourishing entails enabling both positive and negative freedoms, allowing
individuals to live fully dignified, meaningful lives (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 1993).
HCA serves as an alternative to emphasize development as the expansion of what
people is able to do and be (Maddox, 2008; Sen, 1999). Rather than relying on
economic indicators, HCA centers development goals are based on human
capabilities (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2007). Nussbaum extends Sen’s ideas into a more
comprehensive theory of social justice, outlining ten central capabilities necessary for
a life worthy of human dignity: life; bodily health; bodily integrity; senses,
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imagination, and thought, emotions; practical reason; affiliation; other species; play;
and control over one’s environment (Nussbaum, 2007).

HCA emphasizes literacy as a foundational capability that enables access to many
others (Maddox, 2008). Nussbaum argues literacy is intrinsically valuable because it
allows individuals “to use the sense, to imagine, think and reason... in a truly human
way” (2006, p. 76). Sen highlights its instrumental value in expanding agency
(Maddox, 2008). However, as shown in previous studies, structural inequalities often
limit the empowering potential of literacy education, despite its connection to human
capabilities. Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed offers an educational
framework to address these limitations. Freire seeks to enhance students’ positive
freedoms, which can catalyze broader negative freedoms through revolutionary
action (Freire, 2018/1970). This process occurs through conscientizacao (a Brazilian
Portuguese term for the development of critical consciousness), which reorients
learners’ affiliations and harnesses their imagination, senses, and thought into critical
reasoning. Freire sees literacy as deeply tied to this process and essential to critical
thought.

In adult literacy, Freire views teaching not just as skill acquisition but as a
problematization of worldview: “humanizing the world by transforming it” (1970, p.
206). He criticizes the “digestive” model of education that feeds learners
predetermined worldviews (1970, p. 207). Instead, he advocates for materials that
value adult learners' lived knowledge and enable them to create texts expressing and
refining their understanding of reality. Materials should reflect learners’ thematic
universe while inciting critical engagement with their social context (Freire,
2018/1970). Aligned with Freire’s emphasis on contextual relevance, Nussbaum also
stresses that the empowering impact of literacy must be locally grounded. While
literacy is a central capability, its meaning and utility are embedded in diverse
contexts (Maddox, 2008; Nussbaum, 1993, 2006). Through HCA, literacy can be
conceived as empowerment—both intrinsically and instrumentally contributing to
human flourishing. Freirean critical consciousness complements this by offering a
pedagogy that equips learners to question and resist the structural forces limiting
their capabilities. Together, these frameworks conceptualize an empowering literacy
education: one in which critical thinking allows learners to identify and challenge
societal constraints on their capabilities. This combined framework is particularly
relevant for understanding how women in the batey perceive literacy, and what
forms of literacy education best serve their needs. In a context where access to many
human capabilities is structurally constrained, the HCA and Freirean critical
pedagogy together suggest that literacy can be especially empowering. The
discussion section will examine how these theoretical perspectives intersect with the
lived experiences and views of women in the batey.

Methodology
This study employs qualitative methodology, including interviews and observations,
to develop a case study in one batey in the Dominican Republic. This site was chosen
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due to my ongoing work and residency in the community, as well as strong ties to
both residents and a local organization.

A qualitative approach is appropriate, as it seeks to understand the nature and
processes of human experience, values, and decision-making (Johnson &
Christensen, 2019). While quantitative data—such as the population or illiteracy rate
of the batey—would be useful, such data is unavailable and beyond the means of the
researcher to collect. Semi-structured interviews served as the primary tool for data
collection, allowing for personal connection and warmth. Based on the pilot study,
this tool is culturally appropriate: informal, in-depth conversations are common.
Illiteracy can be a sensitive topic, and individuals may be reluctant to self-identify
(Abbot et al., 2020; Bartlett, 2005). These conversational interviews were designed to
create a welcoming space for participants to discuss literacy. Semi-structured
interviews also provided enough structure to guide discussion toward relevant
themes while allowing participants to shape the conversation. Participants could
speak in Spanish, Haitian Creole, or both. When feasible, interviews were recorded
with consent and transcribed; otherwise, a memo was written immediately after.

Participants

A non-random snowball sample of 23 adults was drawn from the batey’s population.
The pilot phase consisted of 15 interviews and informed the development of a
participatory, adult literacy program. The program is a community-led initiative that
meets twice weekly for 90-minute sessions in the local church. Instruction occurs
primarily in Haitian Creole, with supplementary Spanish vocabulary practice,
reflecting participants’ linguistic needs. The volunteer facilitator—who also served as
my community assistant during interviews—is a young adult from the batey fluent
in both languages. The curriculum draws on functional literacy principles,
incorporating key word reading, practical vocabulary, and syllable-based writing
practice. Haitian Creole is the first language of all eight women. All but one
demonstrate at least basic Spanish speaking and comprehension skills, though
confidence in Spanish varies and does not always match their communicative
competence. All participants migrated from Haiti to the Dominican Republic
between 1980 and 2000 and are currently between 40 and 63 years old. All eight
identified as Christians; seven attend a Creole-speaking church in the batey at least
weekly, and three attend three times a week. A table of participant characteristics
follows.

Haitian Creole is the first language of all eight women. All but one demonstrate at
least basic Spanish speaking and comprehension skills, though confidence in Spanish
varies and does not always match their communicative competence. All participants
migrated from Haiti to the Dominican Republic between 1980 and 2000 and are
currently between 40 and 63 years old. All eight identified as Christians; seven attend
a Creole-speaking church in the batey at least weekly, and three attend three times a
week. A table of participant characteristics follows.
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Table 1.
Participants” Background

Church Age Year of Arrival in the  Spanish Proficiency = Spanish Proficiency

attendance Dominican Republic (conversation)*  (expressed confidence)**
Yes 52 1974 Moderate Moderate
Yes 40 1990s Low Low
Yes 60 1980s Moderate Low
Yes 62 1980s High Low
No 43 1997 High High
Yes 54 1980s High Low
Yes 47 2001 High High
Yes 56 1980s None None

Note. Church attendance threshold is defined as one or more times per week. *
Indicates proficiency assessed based on interactions; ** indicates proficiency assessed
based on participants” expressed confidence during interviews.

Analysis is also informed by conversations with three of the interviewed men—two
husbands of women enrolled in the literacy program and one pastor of the Haitian
Creole-speaking church. These conversations, conducted informally during both
data-collection phases, offered additional insight into community expectations,
gender roles, and attitudes toward literacy. In addition, I reference conversations
with two young adults from the batey, both children of women in the literacy class,
to contextualize intergenerational perspectives on literacy and schooling. Follow-up
data collection included eight interviews conducted seven months later during the
program’s first two weeks. This phase included individual and two group
interviews. While the same guide was used, discussions during group interviews
often centered around literacy program homework. Snowball sampling was chosen
for feasibility and to leverage pre-established rapport. By the follow-up phase,
interest in the study had grown, increasing opportunities for participation.

Although the sample was not limited by gender, all individuals who identified
themselves as uncomfortable or unable to read in any language were women. This
pattern reflects well-documented gender disparities in literacy in the Caribbean and
across the Global South (e.g., UNESCO, 2022; Stromquist, 2015). This study focuses
on conversations with the eight women I interviewed in both phases, as multiple
engagements allowed for a more complete understanding of their perspectives. Six of
these eight women have consistently attended the literacy program from its launch
until the time of the second interview (approximately nine months later).

Analysis of emic themes—that is, themes grounded in participants” own meanings,
cultural understandings, and lived experience (Yanto & Pandin, 2023)—was
informed by conversations with several of the interviewed men in the following
analysis, two of whom are the husbands of women in the adult literacy program, and
one of whom is a pastor at a Haitian-Creole speaking church. To complement
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