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Foreword 

Education is a cornerstone of human development and a catalyst for societal progress. As the Asia and 
the Pacific region continues its remarkable economic growth trajectory, ensuring equitable access to 
quality education becomes ever more critical. This evaluation of Asian Development Bank's (ADB) support 
for education in the region comes at a pivotal moment, as countries grapple with enduring challenges 
and emerging opportunities in their education systems. 

The past decades have seen impressive strides in expanding access to education across Asia and the 
Pacific. However, significant hurdles remain. Learning poverty (the inability to read and understand 
simple text by age 10), skills mismatches, and inequitable access for marginalized groups continue to 
impede the full realization of education's transformative potential. The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 
pandemic exacerbated these challenges and threatened to erode hard-won gains. 

In this context, the role of multilateral development institutions such as ADB takes on renewed 
importance. This evaluation offers valuable insights into ADB's contributions and areas for improvement. 
It is heartening to see ADB's consistent focus on education quality and its efforts to align support with 
country-specific needs. At the same time, the evaluation calls for more attention to the need for strategic 
and systemic approaches in order to maximize the impact of ADB operations. 

The recommendations in this report were designed to enhance ADB's support in the education sector for 
its developing member countries. By updating its policy framework, adopting a more systems-based 
approach, and investing in deepening its expertise, ADB can position itself to better address the complex 
challenges facing education systems in the region. 

As we look to the future, education will continue to play a pivotal role in shaping inclusive and sustainable 
development across Asia and the Pacific. This evaluation should serve as a valuable tool for policymakers, 
development practitioners, and education stakeholders. It offers not only a retrospective assessment of 
ADB's work but also forward-looking guidance on how ADB can strengthen its support for this critical 
sector. 

The insights and recommendations presented here have the potential to inform more effective 
interventions, foster greater collaboration among development partners, and ultimately contribute to 
improved educational outcomes for millions across the region. Providing quality education will help equip 
every child and young person in Asia and the Pacific to face the challenges and seize the opportunities 
of the 21st century. 

Emmanuel Jimenez 
Director General 
Independent Evaluation Department 





Executive Summary 
The Asia and Pacific region has made impressive 
strides in education over recent decades. 
Significant improvements have been observed in 
enrollment, retention, and completion rates at all 
levels of education. Countries have achieved, or 
are close to achieving, universal primary 
education. While more work remains to be done, 
there has been much progress in reducing the 
gender gap in education. 

Despite these achievements, significant 
challenges remain. First, the number of out-of-
school children remains particularly high among 
low-income families and is affected by 
geographical location, disabilities, ethnicity, and 
language. Second, accountability in education 
systems tends to focus on educational inputs 
rather than outcomes. Third, major gaps exist 
between the skills offered by education systems 
and the needs of the modern economy. As a 
result, many economies have a surplus of 
graduates while experiencing skills shortages. 

The region’s education landscape will continue to 
evolve. While technology and digitalization may 
improve education access and quality, they also 
risk exacerbating inequality. Younger generations 
have higher demands for education and 
aspirations to succeed in the job market. As labor 
markets evolve, workers are more mobile across 
countries, and modern jobs demand new skills. 
Education systems need to adapt to these rapidly 
evolving labor market demands. The challenge 
for the Asian Development Bank (ADB) is to stay 
relevant as a development partner in education in 
Asia and the Pacific, as it has been for more than 
50 years. 

Evaluation Objective 

The evaluation assesses ADB’s contribution to 
education as a tool for poverty reduction and 
inclusive growth from 2011 to 2023. It identifies 
key findings and issues and provides 
recommendations to inform ADB’s future 
support for education in Asia and the Pacific. The 
overarching evaluation question was:  

“How well positioned is ADB to deliver relevant 
and impactful support for education in Asia and 
the Pacific?” 

ADB’s Approach to Education 

ADB’s approach to education is guided by a set 
of broad policy principles set out in the Policy on 
Education approved by its Board of Directors in 
2002. Management issued an education sector 
operational plan (ESOP) in 2010, and an 
education sector directional guide (ESDG) in 
2022. There is general alignment between these 
policy principles and those of other development 
partners. The more recent guidance documents 
have tried to evolve ADB’s understanding and 
approach. 

Education support was framed in the context of 
ADB’s commitment to poverty reduction (2002), 
inclusive growth (2010), and learning for all 
(2022). The shift in ADB’s overall vision from 
poverty reduction to inclusive growth was 
followed by a stronger emphasis on the link 
between education and the labor market.  

Key themes remain consistent. First, ADB’s 
education policy has consistently focused on 
enhancing learning outcomes and education 
quality, beyond just improving access. Second, 
ADB has consistently supported system-wide 
development by strengthening national 
education policies and governance, in addition to 
providing physical outputs (e.g., buildings, 
classrooms, and equipment).  

ADB Education Portfolio 

From 2011 to 2023, ADB approved 107 sovereign 
education projects worth $10.7 billion across 26 
developing member countries (DMCs). ADB also 
approved 129 technical assistance (TA) projects 
for the education sector valued at $110.7 million. 
Nonsovereign projects accounted for less than 
1% of the total education portfolio. 
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Education accounts for 5% of ADB’s total 
lending, despite ADB’s intention to expand the 
share of the sector to 6%–10% of the total 
portfolio by 2024. Three countries—Bangladesh, 
the Philippines, and Sri Lanka—together 
accounted for 48% of commitments.  

Over the evaluation period (2011–2023), ADB 
allocated 33% of its education portfolio to 
technical and vocational education and training 
(TVET); 25% to secondary education; 17% to 
education sector development (ESD), which 
covers sector-wide reforms and policies, 
integrated education development, and 
education sector finance; 13% to pre-primary and 
primary education; and 11% to higher education. 
While investment projects dominate the 
portfolio, results-based lending (RBL) has become 
more prominent over the years. 

Key Findings and Issues 

The Education Policy and subsequent guidance 
documents provide sufficient breadth for ADB 
operations, but the overall framework needs to 
be updated. Currently, the sector policy 
framework is contained in different documents: 
the 2002 Policy on Education, and the 2022 
ESDG, which replaced the 2010 ESOP. The 
principles set out in the education policy and 
subsequent sector guides provide a broad 
platform to enable ADB to be flexible in 
responding to client demands.  

However, gaps persist within and across the 
guiding documents. The 2002 Policy on 
Education mixed policy principles with 
prescriptive implementation guidance that has 
been only selectively applied. The policy’s broad 
aspirations were not fully reflected in ADB 
operations, as the guidance on its key intentions 
was vague, not aligned with resources (e.g., with 
regard to preparing sector road maps for all 
DMCs), or limited (e.g., the exclusive focus on 
targeting girls in the gender context). The policy 
also emphasized learning from implementation 
and stated that a planned review should take 
place after 5 years which never occurred. More 
than 20 years later, the policy is outdated, 
particularly in its references to ADB and the sector 
priorities that have emerged in recent years. 
While some of these evolving priorities—such as 
the role of technology and private sector 

involvement—were incorporated into the ESOP 
and, later, ESDG, details on how to implement 
such priorities remain insufficient. 

ADB has not had a consistent approach to 
ensuring robust country education sector 
diagnostics and knowledge work. The 2002 
policy and subsequent documents envisioned 
that ADB would develop a more strategic 
approach to country engagement, including 
preparing education sector road maps for each 
DMC, which did not materialize. Instead, ADB 
selectively conducted diagnostics and analyses of 
varying scope and depth. Assessments were often 
tied to specific investments rather than to 
broader strategic planning at the sector or 
country level. This narrow understanding of key 
constraints led projects to prioritize direct 
benefits, such as access to TVET and secondary 
education, over complex challenges such as 
improving learning quality or facilitating the 
transition to the labor force.  

To complement its financing support, ADB 
produced knowledge products that were well 
received and cited by clients. However, they were 
limited in number and their utility for identifying 
barriers and shaping support, particularly for 
learning quality and employability, needs to be 
strengthened. ADB has developed potentially 
useful knowledge products in areas such as 
private sector engagement and digital 
technology, but they could be more effectively 
leveraged to inform its operations. However, 
despite producing notable knowledge works and 
organizing knowledge initiatives across the 
region, ADB has yet to be widely recognized as a 
leader in knowledge support.  

ADB has delivered successful education 
projects but the effectiveness and the quality 
of their design and monitoring frameworks 
(DMFs) can be improved. ADB education 
projects have had high success rates. However, 
during the evaluation period, only two-thirds of 
ADB’s education projects were rated effective, 
which is lower than the ADB average.  

Despite ADB’s ambition to improve the outcomes 
of its operations, its projects typically focused on 
lower-level outcomes such as the number of 
students or graduates, rather than on higher-
level outcomes such as enhanced learning quality 



 

An Evaluation of ADB’s Support for Education in Asia and the Pacific xiii 

or systemic changes to address structural 
problems in education systems. Increasing access 
to education has been a priority. While it is 
important to consider the clients’ needs and 
capacity, there is an opportunity for ADB to move 
beyond access and to provide more projects with 
higher outcome aspirations.  

The broad aspirations to grow the education 
portfolio were not backed up by sufficient 
resources. Education has remained around 5% of 
ADB’s total portfolio, despite targets to expand it 
to 6%–10% by 2024. Staffing levels have not 
significantly increased, creating a gap between 
the aspirations of ADB’s education policy and its 
actual portfolio. Structural and business process 
changes under the new operating model (NOM) 
have further affected efforts to grow ADB’s 
presence in the sector, particularly in countries 
without an existing education portfolio. While 
ADB has built strong partnerships in a few 
countries, this has not been widely replicated to 
drive broader portfolio growth. 

Although the corporate results framework (CRF) 
education lending target for 2019–2024 was not 
met, it served as a useful incentive for ADB to 
expand its education portfolio. With no explicit 
target in the CRF, 2025–2030, ADB must explore 
new ways to incentivize and refocus attention on 
the sector. 

Recommendations 

To enhance ADB’s support for education in the 
region, the evaluation offers the following 
recommendations for ADB. 

Recommendation 1. Update ADB’s education 
policy framework to better clarify ADB’s 
strategic approach and objectives and guide 
operations. The policy architecture reform 
provides an opportunity for ADB to update its 
education sector policy framework to provide 
greater clarity, consistency and coherence 
between the strategic, operational, and guidance 
documents. There are several options for 
Management to consider. The 2002 Policy on 
Education can be updated or retired, consistent 
with the new policy architecture’s intent. 
Accordingly, ADB should issue a new set of 
guidance documents to ensure greater clarity, 
consistency and coherence between the strategic, 

operational, and other sector directives. At the 
highest level, ADB should establish the principles 
and parameters for its education support. A 
theory of change—outlining ADB’s goals and 
priorities within the context of its strengths, the 
education challenges of DMCS, and sector best 
practices—could serve as a foundation for these 
principles. To complement the high-level 
principles and strategic directions, ADB needs to 
provide more detailed operational guidance for 
the sector, including on: (i) gender and equity, 
ensuring broader inclusion and equality, aligned 
with ADB’s other policies on social issues, such as 
its new operational approach to sexual and 
gender minorities’ inclusion and disability-
inclusive development roadmaps; (ii) innovation 
and emerging challenges, leveraging technology 
and the private sector, addressing climate 
change’s impact on education, and fostering 
digital and green skills; (iii) sectoral approaches, 
providing clearer strategies for different 
education subsectors; and (iv) targeted 
partnership, enhancing collaboration to improve 
education outcomes 

Recommendation 2. Enhance the effectiveness 
of sector diagnostic work and strategic 
planning for education at the country level. 
The Strategy 2030 and the Strategy’s mid-term 
review stressed the importance of being strategic 
and focusing on impact. This implies that ADB 
needs to further strengthen its country-level 
assessments, particularly regarding labor markets 
and education investment needs in the DMCs. 
Improved diagnostics at the sector and country 
level will enable ADB to identify policy and 
institutional constraints including governance, 
regulatory barriers, and political economy 
challenges that hinder progress. In some 
countries, ADB can leverage existing diagnostic 
and analytical work produced by the government 
or other development partners, allowing it to 
allocate resources accordingly and avoid 
duplication.  

More effective sector diagnostics would enable 
ADB to become more strategic and differentiated 
in its approach at the country level by identifying 
where it can: (i) better use its available TA and 
lending instrument mix to support more 
integrated and sequenced sector interventions; 
and (ii) tailor solutions for specific challenges 
across country. ADB support should be well 
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targeted so it can deliver influential outcomes, 
leverage its impact, support innovation and 
transformation, and identify where demand for 
further support could be built.  

Recommendation 3. Strengthen outcome 
framework; indicators; and monitoring and 
evaluation for greater institutional learning. 
Stronger emphasis on quality review of design 
and monitoring frameworks upfront would help 
ensure a greater focus on outcomes which are 
adequately underpinned by outputs and 
indicators. The adoption of such an outcome-
focused approach would align with 
Recommendation 2, where ADB will strengthen 
its diagnostic works to identify key sector 
constraints and address them through 
differentiated approaches. ADB should capitalize 
on existing findings, lessons, and 
recommendations provided by project 
completion reports and other sources to inform 
projects design. Advances in technology have 
made gathering, extracting, and synthesizing 
such information more efficient.  

Enhanced sector diagnostics will help ADB in fine-
tuning and improving the overall quality of the 
design and monitoring framework (DMF) in its 
education projects. Improving project DMF 

would also provide a useful starting point to 
support monitoring and evaluation, achieve 
project outcomes, and learning. At the same 
time, project teams should work with DMCs to 
enhance systems to monitor progress and 
evaluate outcomes.  

Recommendation 4. Better align ADB’s human 
resources and skills with its strategic 
positioning in the education sector. Given the 
direction of the updated policy framework and 
guided by the sector diagnostics and country 
road maps, ADB needs to step up its efforts to 
provide knowledge support, engage in policy 
dialogue, and develop strategic partnerships, 
while ensuring strong project implementation, 
monitoring, and evaluation.  

ADB will need to ensure that staff have the 
necessary resources and support to perform these 
functions. ADB needs to invest in staff skills so 
that they align with its strategic positioning and 
focus in the education sector. Such skills might 
include expertise in core education interventions, 
such as curriculum development, teacher 
training, and skills in emerging areas, such as 
climate-responsive education planning, 
infrastructure, and education technology.  
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Links between Findings and Recommendations 
Recommendations Supporting Findings 

Recommendation 1. Update Asian 
Development Bank’s (ADB) education 
policy framework to better clarify ADB’s 
strategic approach and objectives and 
guide operations. 
 
 
 

The Education Policy and subsequent guidance documents provided sufficient 
breadth for ADB operations, but the overall framework needs to be updated. 
Currently, the sector policy framework is contained in different documents: the 2002 
Policy on Education, and the 2022 education sector directional guide (ESDG), which 
replaced the 2010 education sector operational plan (ESOP) (paras. 17-18). The 
principles set out in the education policy and subsequent sector guides provide a 
broad platform to enable ADB to be flexible in responding to client demands 
 
However, gaps and inconsistencies persist within and across the guiding documents. 
The 2002 Policy on Education mixed policy principles with prescriptive 
implementation guidance which has only been selectively implemented. It is also 
dated in terms of its references to ADB and the sector priorities that have emerged in 
recent years, e.g., the role of technology and the involvement of the private sector 
(paras. 98 and 103). The exclusive focus on girls in ADB’s sector policy and strategy 
lacks nuance and guidance to address broader inclusivity, including the “reverse 
gender gap” issue in education (paras. 86 and 89). 

Recommendation 2. Enhance the 
effectiveness of sector diagnostic work 
and strategic planning for education at 
the country level 

ADB has not had a consistent approach to country education sector diagnostics 
and knowledge work. The 2002 policy envisioned a more strategic approach to 
country engagement, including education sector road maps for each developing 
member country, which did not materialize. Instead, ADB selectively conducted 
diagnostics and analyses, with varying scope and depth (paras. 46-47). This narrow 
diagnostics and understanding of key constraints led projects to prioritize direct 
benefits, such as access to technical and vocational education and training and 
secondary education, over complex challenges like learning quality or labor force 
transition (paras. 82-84). 
 
ADB produced knowledge products covering a wide range of topics, which was well-
received and cited by clients. However, they are limited in number and their utility for 
identifying barriers and shaping support, particularly for learning quality and 
employability, could be strengthened. ADB has developed valuable knowledge 
products in areas such as private sector engagement and digital technology, but they 
could be more effectively leveraged to inform operations. Despite producing notable 
knowledge works and organizing knowledge initiatives across the region, ADB has 
yet to be widely recognized as a leader in knowledge support (para. 62). 

Recommendation 3. Strengthen 
outcome framework; indicators; and 
monitoring and evaluation for greater 
institutional learning. 
 
 
 
 

ADB has delivered successful education projects, but the quality of the design 
and monitoring framework (DMF) can be improved. ADB education projects have 
had high success rates. However, during the evaluation period, only two-thirds of 
ADB’s education projects were rated effective, which is lower than the ADB average 
(para. 74). At the same time, education projects typically focused on modest 
ambitions in terms of outcome such as number of students or graduates (para. 77), 
rather than higher level objectives such as learning quality and labor market 
transitions.  
 
The main emphasis of ADB’s education support has been on improving access (para. 
80). ADB has effectively targeted improving educational opportunities for girls; 
however, projects targeting other groups that face barriers in accessing education 
have been less common (paras. 85–89). Support for innovation and private sector 
development has remained limited (paras. 97 and 102).  

Recommendation 4. Better align ADB’s 
human resources and skills with its 
strategic positioning in the education 
sector. 
 

ADB’s broad aspirations to grow the portfolio were not supported by sufficient 
resources. Education has remained around 5% of ADB’s total portfolio, despite 
targets to expand it to 6%–10% by 2024 (para. 21). Such targets have not been 
followed by a significant increase in the number of staff working in the sector (para. 
67). As the evaluation shows, this led to a mismatch between ADB’s aspirations (as 
laid out in the policy framework) and what ADB did on the ground (as reflected in 
the portfolio). 
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Chapter 1 
Education in Asia and the Pacific: Impressive 
Progress but Challenges Remain 
 
1. Education is a basic element for well-being. It lays the foundation for personal growth and 
provides the building blocks for the skills needed for individual livelihoods. Education has the potential 
to mitigate inequality and provide new opportunities for marginalized and underserved groups, including 
girls, students from poor households, and people with disabilities. Globally, the private rate of return for 
investments in an extra year of schooling is about 9% and it is often higher in poorer countries:18% for 
primary education and 12% for secondary and tertiary education. For many, education is 
transformational, opening doors and creating new opportunities.1 
 
2. Education is essential for social and economic development. It helps create and sustain economic 
growth and competitiveness as countries’ income status improves. Higher levels of education, especially 
for the most marginalized groups, can improve health outcomes and increase the impacts of social 
protection initiatives.2 In a world that is increasingly characterized by globalization and labor mobility, 
investments in education contribute to global sustainable development. Education also serves as a 
cornerstone for civic engagement, helping to shape an engaged and informed citizenry.3 
 
A. Asia Made Notable Strides in Improving Access to Education, but More Work is Needed 
 
3. The Asia and the Pacific region has achieved impressive progress in education over recent 
decades. The region is home to more than half the world’s population under 18 years of age and has 
achieved increased rates of enrollment, retention, and completion at all levels of education. Many 
countries have nearly achieved universal primary education, and access to secondary education has 
significantly improved.  
 
4. The youth population (20–24 years old) with less than primary education has at least halved in 
many countries, with increasing numbers of youth having secondary or higher education. Mean years of 
schooling for the population 24 years and over have increased dramatically and are projected to continue 
to increase in all countries. Girls and women have benefited from improvements in access to education. 
Gender gaps have narrowed, and in some countries, women outnumber men in tertiary education 
enrollment rates.4  
 
5. Despite overall progress, many education systems in the region still face three significant 
challenges: (i) lack of equitable access, particularly for marginalized and underserved groups; (ii) poor 
learning outcomes across all levels of education; and (iii) a skills mismatch with the needs of labor 
markets. Regarding the first challenge, according to a 2017 estimate, about 35 million children including 
those from remote areas, children with disabilities, and children from ethnic minority backgrounds are 
still out-of-school.5 Due to religious, cultural, or societal norms in some Asian Development Bank (ADB) 

 
1  G. Psacharopoulos and H. Patrinos. 2018. Returns to Investment in Education: A Decennial Review of the Global Literature. Policy 

Research Working Paper No. 8402. World Bank, Washington, DC.  
2  Studies have shown that policies which increase educational attainment could have significant health benefits. See, for example 

D.M. Cutler and A. Lleras-Muney. 2006. Education and Health: Evaluating Theories and Evidence. Working Paper Series, No. 
12352, National Bureau of Economic Research 

3  D. Runde., et al. 2023. Investing in Quality Education for Economic Development, Peace, and Stability. Center for Strategic and 
International Studies. Washington, DC. 

4  World Economic Forum. 2023. Global Gender Gap Report. Geneva.  
5  UNICEF. 2019. Learning against the Odds: Evidence and Policies to Support All Out-of-School Children and Adolescents in East 

Asia and Pacific.  

https://hdl.handle.net/10986/29672
https://www.nber.org/papers/w12352
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w12352/w12352.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w12352/w12352.pdf
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2023-12/231220_Runde_Investing_Education.pdf?VersionId=n_FLsZ472BYCHGLpAe0G6JnLqMCQ5ely
https://www.weforum.org/publications/the-global-gender-gap-report-2018/
https://www.unicef.org/eap/media/3816/file/out%20of%20school.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/eap/media/3816/file/out%20of%20school.pdf
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developing member countries (DMCs), girls continue to face restrictions in their access to education 
and/or in their ability to remain in education. For low-income families, particularly at secondary and 
tertiary levels, education poses not only high financial costs but also opportunity costs. Finally, children 
who are from displaced communities due to conflict or crisis are often denied access to education.  

6. A second, more complex challenge relates to learning. Improvements in access have not yet been
translated into improvements in the associated learning outcomes for millions of children facing learning
poverty, defined as the inability to read and understand simple text by age 10. In 2019, learning poverty
was 60% in South Asia; 58% in Southeast Asia; 21% in Central and West Asia; and 18% in East Asia.6

Most ADB DMCs participating in the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) are in the
bottom quintiles, with Viet Nam being an exception.7 The literature suggests that, as most children have
access to primary school, officials may be prioritizing increasing participation in secondary education over
improving learning outcomes at the primary level.8

7. Finally, there is often a mismatch between the skills taught in the education system and the
demands of the labor market. The effectiveness of education systems depends largely on whether they
are producing skills relevant to labor market needs. In 2023, youth unemployment stood at 15% in South
Asia; 14% in East Asia; and 10% in Southeast Asia and the Pacific; yet many employers say they find it
difficult to fill vacancies.9 Overall, 22% of youth in Asia and the Pacific were not employed or not in
education and training (NEET). The high proportion of youth who are NEET indicates a disconnect
between education and training systems and labor markets in many countries. There are still significant
gender gaps in school-to-work transition and overall labor market participation.

8. Governments in ADB DMCs spent an average of 3.9% of their gross domestic product (GDP) on
education in 2021, an increase from about 3.3% in 2011. Average government spending on education
in ADB DMCs was 12.8% of total government expenditure in 2021. However, these levels of expenditure
are still far from those envisaged by the World Education Forum’s Framework for Action, which
recommended that countries allocate at least 4%–6% of GDP to education, and/or allocate at least 15%–
20% of public expenditure to education.10

9. The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic exacerbated all these challenges. School closures
and the inability of education systems to provide remote classes during the pandemic deprived millions
of school children of learning opportunities (Box 1). Mobility restrictions also badly affected the transition
of young people from school and training to work. The COVID-19 crisis particularly hit young workers in
the region who were employed in the four sectors hit hardest: wholesale and retail trade and repair,
manufacturing, rental and business services, and accommodation and food services.11 Young workers in
these sectors represented nearly half of the total number of people affected by the crisis. The crisis
resulted in a major setback for the development gains in education that had been achieved over decades,
requiring significant attention and investment from governments and the development community.

6  The learning poverty indicator was jointly developed by the World Bank and the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The indicator joins school deprivation (out-of-school) with learning deprivation (low level 
foundational skills despite being in school) in a single measure. Learning deprivation is based on the level of reading proficiency 
expected to be accomplished by the end of primary education (a proxy for other foundational learning giving the core role that 
literacy plays in all learning). Children unable to read and understand a simple text by the age of 10 are described as “learning 
poor.” In rural India, for example, only half of fifth-grade students could fluently read text at the level of the second-grade 
curriculum in 2016, which included sentences (in the local language) such as “It was the month of rains” and “There were black 
clouds in the sky.” See World Bank. 2022. The State of Global Learning Poverty: 2022 Update (a joint report with UNESCO and 
UNICEF).  

7  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 2022. PISA 2022 results (accessed 10 January 2024).  
8  N. Yarrow, et al. 2023. What I Really Want: Policy Maker Views on Education in East Asia Pacific. Policy Research Working Paper 

10591. World Bank, Washington, DC. 
9  ILO. 2024. Global Employment Trends for Youth 2024: Asia and the Pacific (ILO Brief). The Philippine Statistics Authority estimated 

that 51.5% of the total number of job vacancies were “hard to fill.” A 2023 Global Talent Survey found that around half of 
executives in Asia and the Pacific reported difficulty in finding the skilled talents needed.  

10 UNESCO. 2015. Education 2030: Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action: Towards Inclusive and Equitable Quality 
Education and Lifelong Learning for All. 

11  ILO and ADB. 2020. Tackling the COVID-19 Youth Employment Crisis in Asia and the Pacific. 

https://www.unicef.org/media/122921/file/StateofLearningPoverty2022.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/publication/pisa-2022-results/
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099246410122325829/pdf/IDU093cd4c4400a550455f0afed04b95af694b29.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiqlNTK1OCKAxWLslYBHZPUGl0QFnoECBQQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ilo.org%2Fmedia%2F583916%2Fdownload&usg=AOvVaw05VkMPnE-m4X3DSpUHWUOV&opi=89978449
https://www.psa.gov.ph/statistics/isle/node/1684063704
https://go.manpowergroup.com/hubfs/MPG_TS_2023_Infographic_FINAL.pdf
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000243278
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000243278


4 An Evaluation of ADB’s Support for Education in Asia and the Pacific 
 
 

 

 

 
Box 1: Learning Poverty and Learning Loss  

 
The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic exacerbated learning poverty, which is estimated to have risen to 
about 78% in South Asia (the second highest regional rate globally) and to about 44.6% in East Asia and the Pacific.a 
In addition to the increase in absolute learning poverty from the effects of the pandemic, millions of students 
experienced “learning losses” (the loss of knowledge and skills or reversal of academic progress) due to school 
closures and the lack of capacity in education systems to provide remote learning for all, coupled with the inability 
of many children to access available resources (e.g., due to lack of information, no computers, lack of connectivity, 
or other constraints).a The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has estimated that at least 80 million children in 
the region were unable to participate in remote learning offered during COVID-19, mainly due to lack of equipment.b  
 
A United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and UNICEF study of 14 countries in 
Asia in 2021 concluded that school closures caused by the pandemic threatened to put earlier development progress 
in education at risk.c The study added that 24 million students from all education levels (1.4% of all students) might 
not return once schools reopened. The risk was higher for students from the most vulnerable groups. Learning losses 
were unequally distributed and particularly affected girls, students from poor families, and students from rural and 
remote areas. This educational disruption triggered a cascade of social consequences, including increased school 
dropouts, early marriages, and teenage pregnancies. 
 
a World Bank. 2022. The State of Global Learning Poverty: 2022 Update (a joint report with UNESCO and UNICEF). 
b UNICEF. Education: Every Child has the Right to Go to School and Learn.  
c UNESCO and UNICEF. 2021. Situation Analysis on the Effects of and Responses to COVID-19 on the Education Sector in Asia: A 
Synthesis Report.  

Source: Independent evaluation team. 

 
B. Evaluation Approach and Report Outline 
 
10. In its Strategy 2030, ADB said it would increase its support for social sectors, including education. 
Recent changes in the landscape have required governments and their development partners, including 
ADB, to recalibrate their approaches to education. Given this context, the Independent Evaluation 
Department (IED) conducted this evaluation of ADB’s support for education to identify lessons and good 
practices, and to make recommendations to guide ADB’s future work in the sector.12  
 
11. The evaluation focused on ADB’s support for education from 2011 to 2023, which was guided 
by ADB’s Policy on Education (2002), as approved by its Board of Directors and by ADB’s corporate 
strategies during the period, the 2010 education sector operational plan (ESOP) 2010 and the 2022 
education sector directional guide (ESDG). Over the course of the evaluation period, ADB was active in 
the education and training sectors of 21 of its 41 DMCs. IED produced an approach paper that elaborated 
the methodology for the evaluation, including a theory of change to guide the overall evaluation and its 
scope.13  
  
12. The overarching evaluation question was: How well-positioned is ADB to deliver relevant and 
impactful support for education in Asia and the Pacific? In order to respond to this question, the 
evaluation addressed four subquestions:  
 
 
 

 
12  The work of the Independent Evaluation Department (IED) in the education sector has been limited. In addition to two project-

level evaluations, IED conducted its last comprehensive review of the sector in 2008, a sector synthesis report: IED. 2008. Sector 
Synthesis of Evaluation Findings: Education Sector. Manila: ADB. IED also conducted an evaluation of the education sector in 
Bangladesh (Education Sector in Bangladesh: What Worked Well and Why under the Sector-Wide Approach?).  

13  IED. 2024. Evaluation Approach Paper: An Evaluation of ADB’s Support for Education in Asia and the Pacific. To triangulate the 
evaluation’s findings from key informant interviews and document analysis, the evaluation gathered additional information and 
perspectives from ADB staff through an online survey. Forty-one staff who are currently working on, or have previously worked 
on, an education project responded to the survey. A summary of the survey result is presented as Appendix 1, Linked Document 
A to this evaluation. 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/education/publication/state-of-global-learning-poverty
https://www.unicef.org/education
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/situation-analysis-effects-and-responses-covid-19-education-sector-asia
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/situation-analysis-effects-and-responses-covid-19-education-sector-asia
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/35961/files/ss-education-sector_6.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/35961/files/ss-education-sector_6.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/derec/adb/42228468.pdf
https://asiandevbank.sharepoint.com/teams/org_ied/Shared%20Documents/@Sector-wide%20Evaluation/ADB's%20Support%20for%20Education/7.%20Writing/Post%20OSM/An%20Evaluation%20of%20ADB%E2%80%99s%20Support%20for%20Education%20in%20Asia%20and%20the%20Pacific
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(i) To what extent is ADB support for education relevant to the needs and challenges of its
DMCs?

(ii) How coherent is ADB’s approach through its investments; technical assistance (TA), policy
dialogue, and knowledge support; and its partnerships with other development partners,
DMCs, and nongovernment actors in the region to leverage its value addition, influence, and
impact?

(iii) To what extent has ADB achieved its education sector goals and objectives?
(iv) To what extent does ADB have adequate resources, processes, and structure to deliver its

goals in the education sector?

13. This report is structured as follows. Chapter 2 provides an overview of ADB’s approach to
education, as outlined in its Policy on Education, subsequent guidelines, and the current portfolio.
Chapter 3 discusses how ADB engages with clients and other development partners in the sector at the
country level. Chapter 4 assesses the extent to which ADB support for education at the project level
reflects the intention of the Policy on Education. Chapter 5 concludes the report and provides
recommendations based on the findings of the evaluation.



CHAPTER 2: 

ADB’s  Education Sector:
High-reaching Policy with
Expectation to Expand the Portfolio



 

 

 

Chapter 2 
ADB’s Education Sector: High-reaching Policy 
with Expectation to Expand the Portfolio  
 
14. Soon after ADB was founded, it began supporting education in Asia and the Pacific. The earliest 
borrowers in the sector included the Republic of Korea and Singapore, countries that have since 
“graduated” from DMC status.14 ADB started to lend to the education sector in 1970 and its first 
education sector policy paper was published in 1988.15 A formal Policy on Education was approved by 
the Board of Directors in 2002.16 The  education sector operational plan (ESOP) in 2010 and the education 
sector directional guide (ESDG) in 2022 provided more recent guidance for operations.17  
 
15. From its first loan in 1970 until 2023, ADB has provided 298 projects in the education sector for 
a total value of $18.4 billion, an average of $350 million a year. In 2010, ADB tripled its capital base, 
resulting in a general increase in its lending portfolio. This also translated into an increase in ADB’s 
education sector lending during the evaluation period. From 2011 to 2023, ADB committed 107 projects 
totaling $10.7 billion in the sector. However, education as a share of ADB’s overall portfolio has rarely 
exceeded 6% (Figure 1). The volume of education support reached its peak before the pandemic, declined 
thereafter, and started to take off again in 2023. 
 

Figure 1: ADB Support for Education 1970–2023 ($ million, % of Total Portfolio) 

 
Note: The numbers shown above the bar chart represent the number of approved projects. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department.  

 
16. This chapter provides an overview of ADB’s approach to education and its portfolio. It starts with 
a discussion of what ADB intended to do in the sector as outlined in its policy and sector strategies. The 
discussion continues with descriptive analyses of the ADB education portfolio from 2011 to 2023.18 
 
 

 
14  ADB’s first education project was support for vocational education at Ngee Ann Technological College, Singapore, in 1970. ADB. 

1970. Ngee Ann Technical College Expansion Project.  
15  ADB. 1998. Education and Development in Asia and the Pacific. Manila. 
16  ADB. 2002. Policy on Education. 
17  ADB. 2008. Education and Skills: Strategies for Accelerated Development in Asia and the Pacific; ADB. 2010. Education by 2020: 

A Sector Operations Plan; and ADB. 2022. Strategy 2030 Education Sector Directional Guide: Learning for All.  
18  The full list of ADB loans and grants is in Appendix 2 while Appendix 3 contains the list of TA projects. The chapter draws on the 

ADB portfolio database, an analysis of secondary data from various sources, including UNESCO and World Bank, country 
missions, and a review of relevant literature. 
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A. ADB’s Support for Education is Guided by Broad Sector-Level Policy Principles and 
Guidelines  

 
17. ADB’s high-level response to challenges in the education sector in Asia and the Pacific is set out 
in the Policy on Education approved by the Board in 2002. The basic principle underlying ADB’s Policy on 
Education was “to maximize leverage and impact by orienting ADB support increasingly to education 
sector policy development and reform, particularly reform linked to poverty reduction”. That basic 
principle was supported by what were referred to as “corollary principles.” These included: (i) taking a 
longer-term view with multiple, sequenced interventions; (ii) increasing the amount and quality of sector 
and policy work; (iii) using a greater variety of lending modalities; and (iv) increasing cross-sectoral 
coordination to better address poverty. The policy’s general priorities included reducing poverty, 
enhancing the status of women, and facilitating economic growth.19 
 
18. The Policy on Education stipulated that ADB should conduct a comprehensive review of its 
implementation by 2007 and produce a revised policy to reflect changing needs and circumstances 
(paras. 77–79). In 2008, ADB conducted a review but did not update the policy.20 Instead, Management 
issued the ESOP in 2010 and the ESDG in 2022, and these have served as guidelines for ADB operations.21 
Each built on, updated, and evolved the guidance and priorities for education sector operations. 
However, such approach has also led to unclarity over the hierarchy of authority across documents, which 
ADB is addressing under the new policy architecture reform.22 

 
19. The evolution of ADB’s overall vision for education and the key areas covered by each document 
are presented in Table 1.23 Education support was framed in the context of ADB’s overall approaches to 
poverty reduction (2002), inclusive growth (2010), and learning for all (2022). The shift from poverty 
reduction to inclusive growth was followed by a more pronounced narrative regarding the link between 
education and the labor market. Some themes have been consistently emphasized. First, ADB’s education 
policy has consistently focused on enhancing learning outcomes and education quality, beyond just 
improving access. The objective of improved learning outcomes has been framed in slightly different 
ways across time, although the core intention has always been clear. The objective of learning outcomes 
was further elevated in the overall vision of the 2022 education sector guidance (“learning for all”). 
 
20. Second, ADB has consistently expressed its intention to support system-wide development 
through strengthening national education policies and governance, in addition to providing physical 
outputs (e.g., buildings, classrooms, and equipment). Implicit in this is the need for ADB to invest in solid 
analytical work and longer-term operational planning if it is to provide such support. The 2002 policy 
recommended that ADB prepare an education sector strategy and sector road map for each DMC 
followed by annual monitoring. It also expected ADB to undertake public expenditure reviews and stated 
that ADB should act as an education advocate for DMCs so they would allocate an appropriate share of 
spending on basic education. The ESOP reemphasized this by envisioning an “ecosystem approach” and 
by stressing the need for a 10-year education reform road map to guide planning and implementation 
in DMCs. The road map should articulate DMC strategic priorities and choices and draw on global best 
practices, prioritizing reforms, and aligning them with other policies to optimize synergies in each 
country. 
 

 
19  Subsidiary priorities include: (i) increasing equity, access, and retention, especially for the poor, women, and other marginalized 

groups; (ii) improving the quality of education; (iii) strengthening management, governance, and efficiency, and emphasizing 
greater stakeholder participation; (iv) mobilizing resources for sustainable education delivery, in particular facilitating the role of 
the private sector, while protecting access by the poor to affordable basic education; (v) strengthening collaboration with 
partners and beneficiaries; and (vi) emphasizing more experimentation with, and dissemination of, innovative strategies and 
technologies. 

20  ADB. 2008. Education and Skills: Strategies for Accelerated Development in Asia and the Pacific.  
21  Footnote 21; ADB. 2010. Education by 2020: A Sector Operations Plan; and ADB. 2022. Strategy 2030 Education Sector 

Directional Guide: Learning for All.  
22  ADB. 2024. Asian Development Bank’s Policy Architecture. Manila  
23  Another document published in 2010 included guidelines on identifying and managing risks that could reduce development 

effectiveness in the education sector. ADB. 2010. Guidance Note: Education Sector Risk Assessment. Manila.  

https://www.adb.org/documents/education-and-skills-strategies-accelerated-development-asia-and-pacific
https://www.adb.org/documents/education-2020-sector-operations-plan
https://www.adb.org/documents/strategy-2030-education-sector-directional-guide
https://www.adb.org/documents/strategy-2030-education-sector-directional-guide
https://www.adb.org/documents/adb-policy-architecture
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Table 1: Key Areas of ADB’s Education Support 
 Policy on Education (2002) ESOP (2010) ESDG (2022) 

Area Subsector Poverty Reduction Inclusive Growth Learning for All 
Access Pre-primary, 

primary, and 
secondary 

(i) Nonformal education and
early childhood development;
(ii) targeted support for girls
and poor children; (iii)
equitable access; (iv) private
sector provision

More accessible basic and 
secondary education 

(i) More financing and
better spending; (ii) more
effective role of the private
sector

TVET Encourage private sector 
provision 

(i) Address structural
challenges; (ii) mobilize the
private sector; (iii) design
municipal interventions

Tertiary Increase equity of access to 
higher education 

Improve equity Scholarships and income-
based loans 

Learning Pre-primary, 
primary, and 
secondary 

(i) Improve primary and
secondary education quality;
(ii) improve literacy

(i) Support high-quality
basic and secondary
education; (ii) adopt a
decentralized approach
and innovative
partnership with
communities

(i) Improve school
governance and
accountability;
(ii) strengthen teacher
quality and pedagogical
practices to target lagging
students; (iii) carry out
formative assessments;
(iv) simplify curricula;
(v) employ digital learning;
(vi) improve foundational
learning

TVET Improve TVET governance Improve TVET quality (i) Support digital readiness;
(ii) support adult education

Tertiary Raise the quality of 
selected fields in tertiary 
education 

(i) Improve good
governance, accountability,
and efficiency; (ii) promote
partnership; (iii) prioritize
STEM

Employment TVET (i) Support capacity,
policy, regulations, and
qualification standards;
(ii) strengthen the TVET-
job market link; (iii)
provide multiple routes
for skills acquisition

Help DMCs get started on 
the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution 

Tertiary Strengthen partnership 
with the private sector 
and industry 

Remove skill gaps between 
the labor market and 
university education 

DMC = developing member country; ESDG = Education Sector Directional Guide: Learning for All; ESOP = Education by 2020: A Sector 
Operations Plan; ESS = Education and Skills: Strategies for Accelerated Development in Asia and the Pacific; STEM = science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics; TVET = technical and vocational education and training.  
Source: Asian Development Bank. 

21. Third, ADB identified a need to expand its education operations. Like other social sectors,
education is less capital intensive than infrastructure sectors. This translates into a smaller share in the
overall lending portfolio. The share of ADB’s education sector in the total portfolio is comparable to the
share at other multilateral development banks.24 The 2002 policy recommended that ADB increase its
education assistance, concentrating on countries with low primary and secondary enrollment and

24  During the same period, the World Bank provided $17.5 billion or 6.3% of its total operations. A recent evaluation by the World 
Bank’s Independent Evaluation Group found that the distribution of World Bank support for basic education (defined as primary 
and lower secondary education) was similar to that of ADB’s. In fiscal year 2012–2022, there was significant support for basic 
education in a small number of countries—there were five or more projects in 12 countries (13%). Elsewhere, support was thinly 
spread there was one project in 38 countries (42%) and two projects in another 22 countries (24%). IEG. 2024. Confronting the 
Learning Crisis: Lessons from World Bank Support for Basic Education, 2012–22. Washington, DC. 

https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/evaluations/confronting-learning-crisis
https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/evaluations/confronting-learning-crisis
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completion rates, and high gender disparities. The ESOP envisaged that ADB’s education portfolio would 
rise from about 2% of ADB’s total loans and grants in 2010 to 4% by 2012. To achieve this target, the 
ESOP recommended that ADB recruit additional staff with diverse expertise. It proposed that ADB should 
maintain its previous approach of supporting all levels of education. The current ESDG also called for an 
expansion of ADB education operations, citing the 2019–2024 corporate results framework (CRF) target 
of 6%–10% of ADB lending to be to education by 2024, although this target was not achieved.25 
 
22. There is strong alignment between ADB’s policy principles as outlined in the 2002 policy and 
those of other development partners. The approach to education of bilateral, multilateral and United 
Nations agencies has evolved from a focus on access to a concentration on learning. Today, the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and especially SDG 4 on “inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all,” provide the anchor for development 
partners to frame their education sector policies and strategies. 
 
B. Three Countries Account for Half of ADB’s Education Portfolio 
 
23. ADB approved 107 sovereign education projects during 2011–2023 with a total commitment of  
$10.7 billion (Figure 2), an average of about 8 projects and $826 million approved per year. As of August 
2024, 56 projects were active, 49 were closed, and 2 projects were not yet effective. Over the period, 
ADB approved only five nonsovereign education projects with a total commitment of $24.3 million. 
 

Box 2: Education Support in Projects Listed Under Other Sectors 
 
From 2011 to 2023, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) approved 23 projects in which education was the secondary 
or tertiary sector, with a total value of $1.1 billion. These projects were distributed across six sectors: public sector 
management (8 projects); health (5), water and other urban infrastructure and services (4); industry and trade (3); 
agriculture and natural resources (2); and energy (1). Technical and vocational education and training (TVET) was 
covered in 10 of the 23 projects, followed by education sector development (8), tertiary education (2), primary and 
pre-primary education (2), and secondary education (1). Eleven of the 23 projects were closed; 5 have been validated 
by the Independent Evaluation Department and rated successful. 
 
The eight PSM projects were policy-based lending or grants supporting reforms in the education and health sectors 
in Armenia, investment climate and economic productivity in the Kyrgyz Republic, human capital and labor 
productivity in Indonesia, social protection in Pakistan, and the school-to-work transition in the Philippines. The 
projects provided support for training and skills development systems, policy, and issuance or amendments to 
national laws or regulations in the respective countries.  
 
Skills development and workers’ training were the focus of education components in the three industry and trade 
projects. A trade facilitation project in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic included skills training on sanitary and 
physio-sanitary processes for handling agriculture products. Two projects in Uzbekistan provided skills training for 
micro, small and medium-sized enterprises. Other areas of education support in multisector projects ranged from 
training of health workers in Viet Nam; training of elderly care providers in the People’s Republic of China; 
infrastructure rehabilitation in Armenia, Indonesia, and Tonga; and improved basic services in Afghanistan. 
 
Some projects which have significant education components were excluded from the evaluation because education 
was not listed in any of the project sectors. Two projects in India, Early Childhood Development in Meghalaya Project 
and Maharashtra Tertiary Care and Medical Education Sector Development Program—both with a total of $542 
million—were listed under the health sector. Some loans, grants, or TA projects on promoting financial literacy and 
inclusion had financial education components but were listed exclusively under the finance sector. 
 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 
 
24. Of the 107 education projects, 84 (75%) were “core” education projects, i.e., education was the 
main sector, with a total value of $9.6 billion. The remaining 23 projects were multisector projects, with 

 
25  ADB. 2019. ADB Corporate Results Framework, 2019–2024: Policy Paper. Manila. The subsequent Corporate Results Framework, 

2025-2030 no longer includes the education target. 

https://www.adb.org/documents/adb-results-framework-2019-2024-policy-paper
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/1003566/adb-results-framework-2025-2030-policy-paper.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/1003566/adb-results-framework-2025-2030-policy-paper.pdf
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education being the secondary or tertiary sector for coding purposes (Box 2). Unless stated otherwise, 
the remainder of the analysis in this report focuses on the core education projects. 
 
25. ADB’s core education support was distributed across 21 DMCs during 2011–2023 (Figure 2). 
Three countries accounted for 48% of the value of the ADB education portfolio of $5.6 billion: Bangladesh 
(11 projects, 24%), the Philippines (6 projects, 15%), and Sri Lanka (4 projects, 10%).26 When combined 
with the portfolio in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) (8 projects, 10%), Nepal (6 projects, 7%), India 
(6 projects, 7%), Viet Nam (5 projects, 6%), Indonesia (4 projects, 5%), Pakistan (2 projects, 5%), and 
Cambodia (7 projects, 4%), these 10 countries accounted for 91% of education support ($8.7 billion). 
The other 11 countries accounted for the remaining 9% ($905 million) of the education portfolio. Three 
regional projects involve several countries in the Pacific: a multitranche financing facility (MFF) supported 
the University of the South Pacific, which has campuses located in 12 countries, and a project supported 
basic education in the Federated States of Micronesia and the Republic of the Marshall Islands.27 
 

  
ADB = Asian Development Bank, BAN = Bangladesh, BHU = Bhutan, CAM = Cambodia, PRC = People’s Republic of 
China, GEO = Georgia, IND = India, INO = Indonesia, KGZ = Kyrgyz Republic, LAO = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 
MYA = Myanmar, MON = Mongolia, NEP = Nepal, PAK = Pakistan, PHI = Philippines, PNG = Papua New Guinea, SOL 
= Solomon Islands, SRI = Sri Lanka, TAJ = Tajikistan, TIM = Timor-Leste, UZB = Uzbekistan, VIE = Viet Nam. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 

 
26. Despite the small overall amount, in some countries the education portfolio took up a large share 
of ADB’s country portfolio (Figure 3). For example, in Sri Lanka, education made up 14.7% of the total 
ADB country portfolio over the evaluation period. Both the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) 
and Solomon Islands had small portfolios overall and, as a result, education represented 14% of ADB’s 

 
26  Two regions accounted for the majority of both projects and approvals in the education sector. The South Asia Department 

(SARD) had 29 projects (35% of the total) and 47% of total commitments. The Southeast Asia Department (SERD) had 27 projects 
(32%and 32% of commitments). The Central and West Asia Department (CWRD) had 11 projects (13%) representing 9% of 
commitments. The East Asia Department (EARD) also had 11 projects (13%) representing 10% of commitments. The Pacific 
Department (PARD) had six projects (7%), representing 1% of commitments. Of the portfolio, 47% went to ADB Category B 
countries, 36% to Category C, and 17% to Category A countries.  

27  ADB. 2017. Improving the Quality of Basic Education in the North Pacific.  
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total country support. By contrast, education accounted for only a minor proportion of ADB support 
overall in the PRC (5%), Indonesia (3%), and India (2%), although these countries absorbed a large share 
of ADB’s education portfolio in terms of volume. 
 
27. The analysis also found that the number of education projects were distributed almost equally 
across Group A, B, and C countries.28 Of the 84 core education projects, 28 were allocated to Group A 
countries, 29 to Group B, and 24 to Group C. However, in terms of volume, Group A countries received 
the smallest share of the allocation (16% of the ADB education portfolio). The largest share of 
commitments (45%) went to Group B countries, which at some level, were eligible for concessional 
lending. Group C countries, which borrow on a non-concessional basis, received 39% of all commitments. 
Group A countries were eligible for Asian Development Fund (ADF) grants. From 2011 to 2023, ADB 
provided $9.4 billion of ADF grants to 18 countries in Group A. Education received $438.5 million (4%) 
of ADF grants allocated during the period. 
 
C. ADB Supported All Education Subsectors, with TVET and Secondary Education Receiving 

the Largest Share  
 
28. ADB was active in all education subsectors (Figure 4), although its presence in non-formal 
education was very small. ADB allocated the largest share of its education portfolio to technical and 
vocational education and training (TVET), with $3.2 billion (33% of the portfolio) spread over 37 TVET 
projects, distributed across 20 countries.29 Support for secondary education accounted for $2.5 billion 
(25%) to 17 projects, the second largest share of the total.30 In addition, ADB allocated $1.6 billion (17%) 
to 12 projects to support education sector development (ESD), which covered sector-wide reforms and 
policies, integrated education development, and education sector finance. Only $1.2 billion (13%) was 
allocated to pre-primary and primary education, and $1.1 billion (11%) to tertiary education. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
28  Group A consists of countries that lack access to international credit; all ADB support is on a concessional basis. Group B countries 

have limited access to international credit and are eligible for some concessional assistance. Group C countries have broad access 
to credit and are only eligible for non-concessional assistance. 

29 The DMCs with the largest TVET portfolios were the PRC ($666.6 million for 6 projects), Bangladesh ($570 million for 4 projects), 
and India ($525 million for 5 projects).  

30 The DMCs with the largest secondary education portfolios were the Philippines ($600 million for 2 projects), Sri Lanka ($500 
million for 2 projects), and Pakistan ($405 million for 1 project). 

Figure 4: Value of Education Portfolio by Education Subsector, 2011–2023  
($ million, number of projects) 

 

 
Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of projects by subsector. Non-formal education does not have a separate 
project count as these activities were integrated within projects that focused on other major subsectors. Only one pre-primary 
education project was approved in the evaluation period, the $150 million Shaanxi Xi’an Preschool Education Development 
Program in the People’s Republic of China. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 
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D. ADB Used a Range of Modalities, with Investment the Principal Means of Support 
 
29. Investment projects made up much of the education portfolio. ADB implemented 57 investment 
projects totalling $5.4 billion (56% of the total education portfolio) over 2011–2023 (Figure 5). Of these 
57, eight were MFFs ($869 million). ADB provided two MFFs to Bangladesh—one for secondary education 
with three tranches so far, and another for TVET, also with three tranches—with a total of $850 million 
to date, and two higher education projects to support the University of the South Pacific ($19 million).  
 
30. Results-based lending (RBL) was used in 14 education projects ($3.3 billion, 34% of the total 
education portfolio). The RBL projects covered all subsectors except for higher education, with two-thirds 
of the RBL portfolio ($2 billion) allocated to secondary education and TVET. ADB introduced RBL in 2013, 
and the first RBL deployed by ADB was in education.31 Since then, the education sector has been the 
most frequent and largest user of the RBL modality, accounting for 37% of all RBL commitments over the 
evaluation period.  
 

Figure 5: Distribution of ADB Education Portfolio 2011–2023 by Modality  
($ million, number of projects) 

 
ADB = Asian Development Bank, MFF = multitranche financing facility. 
Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of projects by modality.  
Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 

  
31. The core education portfolio contained only three policy-based lending (PBL) loans valued at 
$395 million (4%) in the evaluation period, although it should be noted that ADB rarely provides single-
sector PBLs. In addition to the core education projects, ADB also approved 10 non-core PBL loans with 
education components for $607 million. For example, two PBLs for the Kyrgyz Republic to strengthen the 
investment climate and economic diversification also supported TVET reforms and competency-based 
training.32 In addition, ADB supported 10 sector development programs (SDPs) valued at $537 million in 
Cambodia (4), the Kyrgyz Republic (3), Georgia (1), the Lao PDR (1), and Viet Nam (1). SDPs combine the 
investment and PBL modalities, with a view to meeting sector needs in a comprehensive and integrated 
manner.33 Investment in physical components is complemented by policy reforms under the PBL modality.  
 
32. A total of 129 TA projects were approved for the education sector from 2011–2023, valued at 
$110.7 million, or an average of 10 TA projects of $8.5 million per year (Figure 6). Most of the TA funding 
was provided as transactional TA (TRTA), which was tied to loans and grants and supported different 
components of projects (e.g., project preparation or capacity building). TRTA accounted for 70% of total 
TA support ($77.1 million). The other TA category, knowledge support TA, comprised the remaining 30% 
($33.6 million). These TA projects typically funded studies or other knowledge-related activities. TA 
funding was predominantly directed at ESD (37% of the total TA portfolio) and TVET (35%). Secondary 

 
31  ADB. 2013. Sri Lanka: Education Sector Development Program. This was ADB's first RBL, linking loan payments to the achievement 

of results, such as increases in the number of schools offering advanced level science and commerce education, and increases in 
pass rates among secondary education graduates. 

32  ADB. 2014. Kyrgyz Republic: Investment Climate Improvement Program - Subprogram 3; and ADB. 2022. Kyrgyz Republic: 
Promoting Economic Diversification Program - Subprogram 3. 

33  An SDP is a combination of an investment (project loan, sector loan, or financial intermediation loan) component and a PBL as 
well as an attached TA, where appropriate, with a view to meeting sector needs in a comprehensive and integrated manner. An 
SDP is not a separate lending modality but a combination of policy and investment-based assistance. 
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https://www.adb.org/projects/documents/sri-lanka-39293-037-1
https://www.adb.org/projects/41544-084/main
https://www.adb.org/projects/52225-004/main#project-documents
https://www.adb.org/projects/52225-004/main#project-documents
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education attracted just over 12% ($13.3 million) of the value of all TA, with smaller amounts going to 
pre-primary and primary education and tertiary education.  
 

Figure 6. Distribution of Education Technical Assistance by Region, 2011–2023  
($ million, number of technical assistance)  

 
KSTA = knowledge support technical assistance, TRTA = transactional technical assistance. 
Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of technical assistance projects by region.  
Source: Independent Evaluation Department.  

 
33. ADB supported only four nonsovereign projects in the education sector from 2011 to 2023, 
valued at $24.3 million (less than 1% of the total ADB education portfolio). These projects were: an equity 
investment in pre-school and after-school programs in rural India; support for an investment fund in Viet 
Nam providing growth capital to privately-owned companies operating in education and other sectors; 
and two regional investments in profitable education businesses.  
 
E. Summary  
 
34. ADB’s approach and intention in the education sector was clearly stated in the 2002 policy and 
sector guideline documents. The policy and its subsequent documents provided a set of principles which 
reflected the challenges that countries were facing and were consistent with the approaches of other 
development partners active in the sector. 
 
35. Although the 2002 policy and subsequent documents envisioned that ADB would expand its 
operations, the share of education in ADB’s total lending portfolio has rarely exceeded 6%, which was 
the lower bound of its corporate results framework target by 2024. Almost half of the education loans 
and grants portfolio was allocated to three countries, with the other half distributed across 18 countries. 
ADB allocates most of its education portfolio to TVET and secondary education, which might reflect its 
comparative advantage. In the following chapters, the evaluation discusses the extent to which ADB has 
added value and met its objectives in the education sector, as well as responding to the needs of clients. 
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Chapter 3 
ADB was Responsive to Country Demands but 
Could Have Been More Strategic 

36. To assess the relevance and coherence of ADB support for education, this chapter analyzes how
ADB has positioned itself as a partner in the education sector at the country level. It looks at the different
approaches ADB has adopted in its engagement with DMCs and at how ADB has leveraged its support
through development partner coordination and knowledge provision. The chapter draws on an analysis
of ADB’s Policy on Education and the approach taken by country partnership strategies (CPSs) during the
evaluation period. Additional data gathered from case studies, interviews, and staff survey were used to
triangulate results.

A. ADB Demonstrated Many Ways of Engaging with DMCs

37. To analyze the different approaches adopted by ADB in its engagement with DMCs, the
evaluation classified countries where ADB is currently active in the education sector based on the value
of the education portfolio and the years since ADB’s first loan, grant, or TA project in the sector. The
distribution of the countries is shown in Figure 7. In some countries, ADB has had long-term engagement,
and this is reflected in large portfolios in Bangladesh, Nepal, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka with smaller
portfolios in Indonesia, Pakistan, and Viet Nam. In 12 countries, ADB has had small, often single-project
engagement.

Figure 7. ADB Education Sector Investments and Duration of Engagement by Country 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, BAN = Bangladesh, BHU = Bhutan, CAM = Cambodia, PRC = People’s Republic of China, GEO 
= Georgia, IND = India, INO = Indonesia, KGZ = Kyrgyz Republic, LAO = Lao People’s Democratic Republic, MYA = Myanmar, 
MON = Mongolia, NEP = Nepal, PAK = Pakistan, PHI = Philippines, PNG = Papua New Guinea, SOL = Solomon Islands, SRI = 
Sri Lanka, TA = technical assistance, TAJ = Tajikistan, TIM = Timor-Leste, UZB = Uzbekistan, VIE = Viet Nam. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 

38. A deeper look at each cluster prompted some general observations on ADB’s engagement
strategies (Box 3). In countries where ADB has had a long presence in the sector, it leveraged long-
standing relationships with clients to expand its portfolio and build its support encompassing a wide
range of subsectors and lending modalities. In India and the PRC, the governments want ADB to work at
subnational levels. In Indonesia, Pakistan, and Viet Nam, given the changes in the clients’ development
constraints and priorities, ADB has reduced its portfolio accordingly.
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Box 3: How ADB has Engaged with Developing Member Countries 

The interactions between the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and its clients have shaped ADB’s support for education 
in different countries. The evaluation grouped ADB client countries into four clusters, based on the size of the ADB 
education portfolio and the length of ADB’s engagement in the country. 

Long-Term Clients with Large and often Integrated Portfolios 
Bangladesh, Nepal, and the Philippines have been receiving support since the late 1970s, and Sri Lanka received its 
first technical assistance (TA) in 1980. In these countries ADB has translated its long-standing engagement into large 
and often integrated portfolios; accounting for 58% of the total education portfolio from 2011 to 2023. 

In these countries, ADB built support across many subsectors, utilizing different modalities. In Bangladesh, support 
covered pre-primary, non-formal, and continuing education, in addition to school and vocational education levels. 
In Sri Lanka, ADB has provided support up to tertiary education. In the Philippines, ADB support has focused on the 
government’s flagship reforms in social protection and senior high school initiatives. In Nepal, ADB has focused on 
supporting sector-wide reform and institutional capacity. 

Large Clients with Focused Support 
In two large countries, India and the People’s Republic of China (PRC), ADB support assumed a different shape. The 
PRC was the fourth largest borrower in education, accounting for 10% of the ADB portfolio in the sector, while India 
was the sixth largest with 7% of ADB’s education portfolio. In these countries, ADB works almost exclusively on 
technical and vocational education and training (TVET)—84% of the portfolio in India and 73% in the PRC—because 
that is what clients requested. As with ADB’s portfolio in other sectors, ADB provided support for various state-level 
projects, working in seven Indian states and six provinces in the PRC. 

Long-Term Clients with Medium-Sized Portfolios 
This cluster consists of three countries where ADB has maintained long-standing engagement, but the portfolios are 
smaller than in the past: Indonesia, Pakistan, and Viet Nam. Indonesia used to be among ADB’s largest clients in the 
education sector. However, a 2003 National Education Law mandated government to allocate 20% of its spending 
on education. As a result, education now accounts for only 3% of the ADB portfolio in Indonesia and consists of 
tertiary education and education sector development projects. Viet Nam also used to be one of ADB’s largest 
borrowers in education. However, since Viet Nam’s external debt reached the statutory limit of 65% of gross 
domestic product, the government decided to limit its borrowing for education. ADB’s last education project in Viet 
Nam was approved in 2018. Similarly, from 2004 to 2018 ADB did not approve any new education projects in 
Pakistan. ADB decided to reduce its focus on the education and health sectors due to the unsatisfactory performance 
of previous operations, and the availability of large-scale grant funding from other development partners such as 
the Department for International Development of the United Kingdom. 

Clients with Smaller Portfolios 
This cluster contains a group of 12 countries where ADB has small portfolios. Although these countries are similar in 
terms of their portfolio size, the composition of the portfolio and the history of ADB engagement are diverse. In 
three of the 12 countries (Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, and Mongolia), ADB developed integrated 
and programmatic support, providing support to many subsectors and combining infrastructure investments with 
curriculum reforms, teacher training, policy development, and institutional capacity building. The strategic blending 
of loans with grants and TA was used to incentivize the implementation of crucial reforms as well as to support 
institutional capacity development. 

In the other nine countries, ADB support was less integrated and programmatic. TVET accounted for 80% of the 
portfolio, with other subsectors each receiving less than 10%. Three-quarters of ADB commitments in these nine 
countries were investments, with the remaining 24% being sector development programs. 

Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 
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39. As in other sectors, ADB’s first entry point is to align the operational priorities as reflected in its
CPS with the government’s development strategy. Across the evaluation period, ADB approved 73 CPSs
and three Pacific approaches in countries receiving education support.34 Education was a priority sector
in 52 of these CPSs covering 21 countries (70% of all CPSs), and in two out of three Pacific approaches.
In the 52 CPSs where the sector was prioritized, education was listed under different “strategic pillars,”
which reflected how ADB and governments viewed ADB support in the sector. In 26 of these CPSs,
education was part of efforts to promote inclusive growth or human capital development (Figure 8). Ten
CPSs treated education as a specific area, following the Strategy 2020 five core areas. In 12 CPSs,
education was seen as a means to achieve economic objectives such as economic growth or
competitiveness, employment or jobs, and service delivery.35

Figure 8. Focus of ADB Support in the Education Sector in Country Partnership Strategies, 
2011-2023 (number country partnership strategies) 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, CPS = country partnership strategy. 
Note: Data were taken from 52 country partnership strategies and three Pacific approaches in countries receiving education 
support from ADB (2011–2023). 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 

40. In the other 24 CPSs from 14 DMCs, ADB did not list education as a priority sector for reasons
associated with sector selectivity and donor complementarity. On sector selectivity, the historical legacy
of ADB support for infrastructure continued to shape the countries’ demand. From the clients’
perspectives, based on interviews with multiple stakeholders, ADB was mainly perceived to be an
infrastructure bank, and infrastructure sectors were the priority. In 14 CPSs from 11 countries and one
Pacific approach active from 2011 to 2023, maintaining sector selectivity was explicitly cited as the reason
why ADB did not provide support for education, or for non-infrastructure sectors in general. Sector
selectivity also explains why, over an extended period, there were no new education sector projects in
Bhutan, Papua New Guinea (PNG), and Uzbekistan until ADB later re-engaged in the sector.

41. Existing support from other development partners was mentioned as part of the reason for ADB’s
decision not to support the education sector for periods of time in Bhutan, Pakistan, PNG, and
Uzbekistan.36 ADB has provided very few education projects in most Pacific countries because Australia
and New Zealand are the main development partners in the region, providing 64% of overseas

34  A total of 73 CPSs and three Pacific approaches were identified during the evaluation period (the Pacific approach provides 
strategic guidance to ADB's operations across the 12 small Pacific Island countries, comprising the Cook Islands, Kiribati, the 
Marshall Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, Nauru, Niue, Palau, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu). 
The list of CPSs is in Appendix 1, Linked Document B of this evaluation. 

35  In the CPSs for the Kyrgyz Republic, 2023–2027; Mongolia, 2017–2020; the Philippines, 2011–2016; and Sri Lanka, 2018–2022, 
education was part of the pillar on promoting economic growth or competitiveness. Education was part of the job creation 
strategic pillars in the CPS for Georgia, 2019–203; India, 2018–2022; Tajikistan, 2016–2020; and Viet Nam, 2016–2020. 

36  For example, the CPS for Uzbekistan, 2019–2023 pointed out that “Strategic selectivity is motivated by prioritizing government 
demands, establishing clear divisions of labor across sectors and subsectors, and … current comparative advantage. For example, 
the World Bank, the United Nations Development Programme, the United Nations Children’s Fund, and ILO are supporting the 
social sectors” (para. 44). In the latest CPS for Uzbekistan (2024-2028), however, education sector is one of the priority sectors.  
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development assistance, with an emphasis on support for primary education.37 Donor complementarity 
may also have determined how development partners divided their work in respective countries across 
subsectors (see further discussion in Section C). 

42. At the same time, there have been instances where ADB looked for opportunities to initiate new
engagements, or to reengage with countries where it had provided no education support for long
periods. ADB re-engaged with Pakistan in 2019 when the demand for secondary and tertiary education
projects increased—the last prior standalone education project for Pakistan was approved in 2008.
Similarly, ADB re-engaged with Bhutan (2018), Uzbekistan (2020), and PNG (2022) after their
governments indicated that economic diversification and job creation would require more investments
in TVET.38

43. Between 2011 and 2023, ADB started its first education projects in the PRC, Georgia, India, and
Timor-Leste. ADB engagement in India started in 2011. The government had little space for additional
borrowing for primary and secondary education, given its long-term engagement with the World Bank.
However, ADB found an opportunity to engage in the sector after the government indicated a financing
need for TVET projects. Since then, ADB has become the largest lender for TVET over the past 10 years in
the country, providing value addition in terms of knowledge and capacity development. Similarly, ADB’s
education portfolio in the PRC has expanded since its first loan in 2013. The PRC is now the fourth largest
borrower in the sector.39 Georgia provides another example where ADB’s recent engagement could lead
to more sustained support. ADB started engaging in Georgia in 2019 with a series of TA projects, which
led to an SDP loan. However, in some countries, ADB has not been able to follow up and expand its
support. For example, in Myanmar, ADB’s portfolio still consists of some TA projects and a single
investment project. Similarly, in Timor-Leste, ADB has not built on its single grant project and two TA
projects.40

44. The discussion above suggests that ADB’s approach in engaging with DMCs has been mainly
driven by demand and opportunities. This has helped ADB build a reputation as a trusted and committed
partner that understands how things work in the region and “gets things done” (i.e., it effectively
manages project design and implementation). Clients appreciate ADB’s broad support, both through
loans and TA.

45. Nonetheless, the 2002 policy and subsequent documents envisioned that ADB would develop a
more strategic engagement with countries. In the language of the 2002 policy, ADB needs to “take a
policy-oriented approach” and “prepare an education sector strategy and sector road map for each DMC
with annual monitoring.” This was intended to focus ADB’s investments on sector development and
reform to maximize ADB’s leverage and impact. The ESDG also outlined the need for “10-year education
reform road maps for interested DMCs, to articulate DMC strategic priorities and choices and draw on
global best practices.” The message resonates with the Strategy 2030 mid-term review, which called for
more strategic country engagement and planning, supported by refined diagnostic and analytical work.41

As the mid-term review suggested, ADB does not necessarily need to produce such work in-house; in
some cases, it can use the diagnostic work produced by other development partners.

37  Lowy Institute. Pacific Aid Map. Two TVET projects were recently approved in 2024; one for the Republic of the Marshall Islands, 
and another for Vanuatu, indicating that ADB may increase its operations in the region. 

38  The last education projects for those countries were approved in 2001 (PNG), 2008 (Uzbekistan), and 2010 (Bhutan). 
39  Given the country’s economic status and development priorities, such as low carbon and green economy development, the PRC 

may not continue borrowing in the sector. The PRC CPS, 2021–2025 no longer includes education among its strategic priorities. 
The last standalone sovereign education sector project was the early childhood care education program in Shaanxi, which was 
approved in 2021. The PRC case could highlight the change in demand for education support when a country becomes an upper 
middle-income country, which might affect ADB’s portfolio in the sector. 

40  The CPS final review validation assessed ADB support for education in Timor-Leste less than successful. The project did not 
achieve most of its outcomes and was delayed. The government did not provide adequate counterpart funding and has yet to 
provide clear guidance and direction on its investments in general secondary education. IED. 2021. Timor-Leste: Validation of 
the Country Partnership Strategy Final Review, 2016–2020. 

41  ADB. 2024. Strategy 2030 Midterm Review: An Evolution Approach for the Asian Development Bank. Manila. 

https://pacificaidmap.lowyinstitute.org/database
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/684081/prc-cps-2021-2025.pdf
https://www.adb.org/projects/documents/prc-53060-001-rrp
https://www.adb.org/documents/validation-timor-leste-country-partnership-strategy-final-review-2016-2020
https://www.adb.org/documents/validation-timor-leste-country-partnership-strategy-final-review-2016-2020
https://www.adb.org/documents/strategy-2030-midterm-review-evolution-approach-adb
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46. To assess the scope and depth of analytical work underpinning ADB’s engagement with
countries, the evaluation took a close look at the same set of CPSs approved during the evaluation period.
Among the 52 CPSs in which education was a priority sector, all but four were accompanied by an
education or skills-related assessment.42 The 19 CPSs that were approved before 2014 were accompanied
by education sector assessments, which analyzed current situations and binding constraints in order to
explain ADB’s interventions in the sector. In the 29 CPSs approved in more recent years, assessments of
the education sector were integrated with assessments of other sectors as part of the “inclusive and
sustainable growth assessment.” This provided a broader context but, in doing so, reduced the depth of
the sector analysis. In many cases, assessments related to education and skills development were made
in only a few paragraphs. The evaluation found that the education or inclusive growth assessments in
eight CPSs were based on, or made references to, stand-alone diagnostic work or sector roadmaps,
produced either solely by ADB or in collaboration with other development partners.43 In addition, the
evaluation also found stand-alone ADB publications on education and skills assessments for Fiji, Nepal,
Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Uzbekistan, which were not directly cited in the CPS.

47. Three observations emerged from the above analysis. First, to support its engagement with
countries, ADB often prepared some level of analytical work, which was reflected in the CPS. Second, this
analytical work had varying formats and depth of analysis. Third, there was no clear pattern between the
availability of stand-alone, in-depth diagnostic studies and the nature of ADB’s country engagement.
These observations confirm the view that ADB approaches its engagement with countries on a case-by-
case basis. While this approach has enabled ADB to establish its reputation as a key development partner
in the sector in some countries, it was not in line with the policy intention that ADB should engage more
strategically with DMCs.

B. ADB has Taken Various Approaches as a Development Partner

48. Working with other development partners is another way for ADB to leverage its financing
support. This section discusses ADB’s engagement in financing partnerships and donor coordination
forums at the country level.

1. Cofinancing has been an Important Contributor to ADB’s Support for Education

49. Between 2011 and 2023, ADB leveraged $6.5 billion in 37 cofinanced loan and grant projects
(Appendix 4), equivalent to 70% of its total support in the education sector. The value of education
cofinancing represented about 9% of all ADB cofinancing in the period, making education the fourth
largest sector in terms of attracting cofinancing.44 The amount of education cofinancing dropped during
2019–2022, but increased again in 2023 (Figure 9).

50. There are three types of cofinancing arrangements. First, parallel financing—i.e., cofinancing
projects that are not administered by ADB accounted for a total of $6.3 billion (95% of all cofinancing).
Second, ADB-administered cofinancing accounted for $272 million (4%). Third, partially administered
cofinancing covered an arrangement between ADB and Agence Française de Développement for three
TVET projects in Cambodia with a total value of $60 million (1%).

51. The 37 cofinanced projects were distributed across 23 countries and 18 regional projects. The
amount of the ADB cofinancing portfolio was skewed by one partner, the World Bank Group, which

42 The CPSs for Armenia, 2019–2023; Myanmar, 2015–2016; Sri Lanka, 2009–2011; and Viet Nam, 2023–2026 were not 
accompanied by either education or inclusive growth assessments. 

43  The education sector assessment in the CPS for Azerbaijan, 2019–2023 was based on the ADB’s 2020 country diagnostic study. 
The assessment in the CPSs for Cambodia, 2011–2013 and 2014–2018; Kyrgyz Republic, 2013–2017; Tajikistan, 2016–2020; and 
Viet Nam, 2012–2015 were based on ADB’s general education or subsector assessments for each country. The CPS for 
Bangladesh, 2016–2020 was based on a 2016 joint employment and skills assessment by ADB and ILO, as well as by the 
government’s 5-year development plan. The CPS for Georgia, 2014–2018 referred to a 2018 IMF publication on the country’s 
labor market and education. In addition to these documents, ADB has also published education sector or skills development 
assessments for Fiji, Indonesia, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Uzbekistan. 

44 Three sectors took up 73% of all ADB cofinanced projects: public sector management (26%), transport (24%), and energy (23%). 
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contributed $4.2 billion, 65% of total cofinancing. About half of World Bank cofinancing ($2.2 billion) 
went to two projects in Bangladesh, with a total of $1.2 billion, approved in 2018. ADB’s reliance on one 
large cofinancing partner with a few large projects in one country explains the fluctuation in the 
cofinancing amounts over the years. ADB has several other cofinancing partners, but the amount of 
cofinancing is still low. ADB’s main cofinancing partners apart from the World Bank Group were the 
Export-Import Bank of Korea ($504.6 million, 8%), the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank ($500 
million, 8%), Germany’s Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau ($200 million, 3%), and the Department for 
International Development of the United Kingdom ($194 million, 3%). In addition, ADB also engaged 
with various partners in 71 cofinanced TA projects valued at $168.4 million. 

Figure 9. Cofinancing in the Education Sector ($ million, % of total ADB cofinancing) 

Source: Cofinancing database, Strategy, Policy, and Partnerships Department. 

2. Different Forms and Depth of Development Partner Coordination

52. The nature of ADB’s engagement with other development partners at the country level varied
and was usually subject to the level of direct government coordination of the overall donor community.
For example, an active development partner-led, multi-donor sector-wide approach was followed in
Nepal. There was also an active development partner forum in the education and skills development
sector in Cambodia, which partners used as a platform for policy and strategic program coordination
and information sharing (Box 4).

53. In addition to interacting with development partners at the country level, ADB was also active in
multi-country forums. Since 2017, ADB has served as a grant agent for Global Partnership for Education
(GPE) funds in Asia and the Pacific. This partnership began in 2015 when ADB received GPE cofinancing
of $100 million for the additional financing of Bangladesh's Third Primary Education Development
Program, which was administered by the World Bank.45 Using subsequent grants from GPE, ADB
supported the Pacific Regional Education Framework, approved at a Forum Education Ministers’ Meeting
in Nauru in May 2018. ADB was also a founding partner of the International Finance Facility for Education
(IFFEd). In April 2023, ADB established the IFFEd Financing Partnership Facility to house the IFFEd Trust
Fund for financing grant components of projects and TA activities.

54. ADB staff who responded to the IED survey for this evaluation painted a relatively positive view
of ADB’s engagement with other development partners. Similarly, ADB international and national staff
working on the education sector at the country level were well regarded by government counterparts
and development partners. Sector-wide approach (SWAp) arrangements in Nepal and Cambodia
mentioned in Box 4—as well as in Bangladesh, where ADB has had a long engagement in the sector—
provide examples of good collaborations among development partners, although engagement among
partners at this level may not be possible in all countries. For example, in the Philippines there was less
agency interaction, as the government chose to work separately with individual development partners.

45 The collaboration with the Global Partnership for Education (GPE) expanded in 2016 through a $26.6 million contribution to 
Nepal's Supporting School Sector Development Plan, followed by four regional projects on education planning and management 
(2016–2018, $0.93 million), and strengthening education in the Pacific (2020–2024, $15.39 million). 
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In some countries, ADB may be one of several development partners working in each education 
subsector, whereas in others it may be the only actor (e.g., working with state governments in India on 
TVET).46 

55. While engagement was evident, the overall depth of ADB’s partnerships could be strengthened.
There was an awareness among development partners of the need to improve their collaboration in areas
where they have worked together (e.g., basic education), or in areas where collaboration is lacking (e.g.,
TVET). Staff from other agencies said that, collectively, development partners could play a more proactive
and strategic role in jointly addressing key sector issues and harmonizing approaches. However, both
ADB staff and other informants noted that achieving greater depth in partnership arrangements would
require dedicated personnel and additional resources.

Box 4: Donor Coordination in Nepal and Cambodia 

Nepal provides a good example of how development partner coordination under a sector-wide approach (SWAp) 
arrangement can work. The SWAp arrangement was organized by the Local Education Group (LEG), consisting of 
the government, development partners, and civil society organizations. LEG provided a platform for both the 
government and development partners to coordinate their efforts, divide tasks, and minimize duplication of effort. 
The SWAp arrangement in Nepal has evolved over time and its focus has shifted to the provision of quality education 
(given the virtual achievement of universal participation in basic education). The Asian Development Bank (ADB) and 
other partners have gradually shifted their support from a policy-based approach to a results-based modality that 
provides more direct engagement with supported initiatives and reforms. 

The level of coordination was demonstrated by how different development partners worked together to achieve 
specific disbursement-linked indicators of the government’s School Sector Development Plan. ADB, the Global 
Partnership for Education, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the World Bank, and bilateral partners 
supported the plan through budget support and joint financial arrangements. The United States Agency for 
International Development, the UN World Food Programme, and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) provided off-budget support. 

In Cambodia, there is an active joint government and development partner working group for education and skills 
development. While the education working group serves as a platform for policy and strategic programs, including 
sector investments addressing sector challenges, the skills working group mainly focuses on information sharing. 
ADB coordinates closely with its major partners to align priorities and avoid duplication. There is a clear division of 
responsibilities: ADB focuses mainly on upper secondary education and technical and vocational education and 
training (TVET). The World Bank covers higher education and early childhood education but is also active in lower 
secondary education. UNESCO and UNICEF focus on primary education, and the Japan International Cooperation 
Agency specializes in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics education (which ADB is also involved in). 
An active education sector working group (ESWG) enables development partners to share information. The Ministry 
of Education, Youth and Sports facilitates coordination through the ESWG and the joint technical working groups. 

Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 

3. Important but Limited Partnerships with Subnational Governments and Civil
Society

56. The level of ADB’s engagement with subnational governments varied across countries and was
mostly determined by how much authority subnational governments had in the education sector. In India
and the PRC, ADB primarily worked with state or provincial governments. In contrast, the education
sector in the Philippines is highly centralized, so ADB’s engagement was limited to the central
government. In other countries, ADB needs to increase its presence at the subnational and community
levels. Nepal, for example, has been moving towards more decentralized systems where most of the
education functions will be delegated to the provincial and district governments.

46ADB typically engages with ministries of finance as well as line ministries, a level of reach that some other development partners 
do not have. This means that it can also transmit collective perspectives on education reform to high-level decision makers within 
administrations. 
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57. ADB has involved civil society organizations (CSOs) in education projects. Based on the past three
Highlights of ADB’s Engagement with Civil Society Organizations reports (2021–2023), 17 of 22
completed education projects (77%) reflected plans for meaningful engagement with CSOs, and 16 of
the 17 projects (94%) delivered such engagement. The shares of projects planning for meaningful
engagement with CSOs, and the share of projects that delivered such plans, are on par with ADB averages
across sectors.

58. ADB engages with CSOs in different ways at the project level. Projects are required to involve
CSOs in the information sharing and consultation process, which all projects have complied with. A more
extensive form of engagement is collaboration, which means that CSOs and ADB work jointly, but CSOs
have limited control over decision making and resources. In India, ADB collaborated with 20 local NGOs
in 11 districts of Meghalaya to organize a series of public consultations on stakeholders’ awareness of
girls’ education.47 In Indonesia, ADB reinforced collaboration between polytechnics and professional
associations, leading to the development of training curricula.48

59. The most advanced form of engagement is partnership, in which CSOs participate in decision-
making process or exert control over resources, through a formal or informal agreement. Since
partnership involves a more complex process, the examples are few. As part of ADB’s partnership with
the Disabled People’s Organization of Bhutan (DPO), DPO advised the government on suitable courses
for youth with disabilities and advised private training providers on selecting participants and other
aspects of training delivery. DPO actively encourages youths with disabilities to participate in the training,
as well as providing mentoring and counseling support.49

60. Despite these positive examples of ADB’s partnership activities, the staff survey highlighted that
ADB needs to work more with subnational governments and CSOs. The evaluation supports this finding.
As the challenges in the education sector become more complex, the role of communities, the private
sector, and subnational governments will become more important. To maximize the impact of its
support, ADB needs to deepen its partnership with such actors.

C. ADB Can Further Leverage its Position Through Stronger Knowledge Support

61. From 2011 to 2024, ADB produced 312 documents categorized as education knowledge
products (Box 5).50 In addition to publishing knowledge products, ADB also regularly organizes
knowledge-sharing events such as the annual International Skills Forum, which started in 2011 to bring
together policy makers and experts in emerging skills, or a series of Professional Development Program
in which ADB staff and DMC officials exchange ideas for better education service delivery.

62. A systematic assessment of the education knowledge products or the extent to which they had
informed policymakers or shaped public discourse in education is beyond the scope of this evaluation.
Instead, the evaluation gathered insights into perceptions of ADB’s standing as a producer of knowledge
in education through interviews with external and internal informants. ADB knowledge products were
generally well-received by clients.51 However, the general consensus is that ADB was not yet regarded as

47 ADB. 2022. Completion Report: Supporting Human Capital Development in Meghalaya in India. Manila. 
48  ADB. 2012. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the Republic of Indonesia 

for the Polytechnic Education Development Project. Manila. 
49  ADB.2018. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to Bhutan for the Skills 

Training and Education Pathways Upgradation Project. Manila.  
50  Based on the list of education knowledge products published on the ADB website. The list of education-related knowledge 

products is presented as Appendix 1, Linked Document C of this evaluation. ADB also maintains a repository called K-Nexus as a 
tool for planning, finding, and monitoring future and completed knowledge products. Excluded from this list of knowledge 
products are blogs, audiovisual products, speeches, guidelines, toolkits, and other products listed in K-Nexus. The classification 
of knowledge products and services was based on an ADB memo dated 18 December 2019 on Revisions to the Categorization 
of Knowledge Products and Services.  

51 For example, recent work such as Powering a Learning Society During an Age of Disruption (2021), and Learning Loss and 
Recovery from the COVID-19 Pandemic (2024). 

https://asiandevbank.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/app_knexus/Documents/MEMO%20-%20Revisions%20to%20the%20KPS%20Categorization%20(18Dec2018).pdf?csf=1&e=Oe0olA
https://asiandevbank.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/app_knexus/Documents/MEMO%20-%20Revisions%20to%20the%20KPS%20Categorization%20(18Dec2018).pdf?csf=1&e=Oe0olA
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/704196/powering-learning-society-during-age-disruption.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/951456/ewp-717-learning-loss-recovery-covid19.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/951456/ewp-717-learning-loss-recovery-covid19.pdf
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a leader in providing knowledge.52 This was confirmed through case studies where counterparts were 
unable to identify any specific ADB knowledge products that they had used as key inputs for sector 
development.  

Box 5: What Did ADB Knowledge Products Discuss? 

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) corporate strategy, Strategy 2020, introduced the finance++ approach, which 
meant combining financing with knowledge and partnerships to maximize ADB’s development impact. Strategy 
2030 reaffirmed the continued relevance of ADB’s finance++ approach by placing greater focus on integrated 
knowledge solutions. The 2010 education sector operational plan (ESOP), derived from Strategy 2020, stipulated 
that ADB would increase the timely production of knowledge products in education. This was echoed by the 2022 
education sector directional guide (ESDG), which mentioned knowledge provision as part of ADB’s value addition to 
developing member countries (DMCs). 

ADB categorizes its knowledge products and services as follows: (i) special reports (knowledge work produced upon 
demand from DMCs, development partners, the ADB Board of Directors or a felt need that targets a particular 
theme); (ii) technical reports (typically books and reports, that present knowledge acquired through ADB’s 
operational and non-operational experience, or policy or advisory support to DMCs); (iii) working papers (preliminary 
papers circulated to encourage discussion, that may later be published in journals or as book chapters); and (iv) 
policy briefs (short position papers to inform, stimulate debate, persuade policy makers, or generate a quick response 
to policy issues). 

Of the 312 education knowledge documents produced by ADB between 2011 and 2023, 135 (43%) were special 
reports, technical reports, or books; 90 (29%) were working papers; 78 (25%) were policy briefs; and 9 (3%) were 
other types of knowledge products. The ADB Institute (ADBI) contributed 65 (21%) of the knowledge products, most 
of which were working papers. 

More than half of the knowledge products (170) did not have a specific country or regional focus. Of the region-
specific publications, most covered Southeast Asia (53), followed by South Asia (40), Central and West Asia (21), East 
Asia (24), and the Pacific (4). Higher education was discussed in 55 documents, more than any other subsector. In 
terms of key education outcomes, learning was discussed in 201 documents, access in 190, and employability in 
162. Other popular topics covered in ADB knowledge products included the interaction between technology and
education and the role of the private sector. One-third of the documents discussed education in a wider context
(e.g., the relationship between knowledge and economic growth), or as a cross-cutting topic (e.g., financial
education, the health–nutrition–education nexus, urbanization, or international trade in the education sector). The
relationship between climate and education was discussed in 22 documents, including a recent publication launched
at the COP29 meeting in Azerbaijan.a

ADB produced an average of 23 knowledge products on education every year. This compares with finance (73), social 
development and protection (42), energy (38), transport (35), health (32), and water and other urban services (27). 
However, compared to the level of financing provided, the number of education knowledge products is not too far 
behind those produced by infrastructure sectors.  

a ADB. 2024. Climate Change and Education Playbook: Investing in Education and Skills for Climate Resilience in Asia and the Pacific. 
Manila. 

Sources: Independent Evaluation Department. 

63. Knowledge output is not limited to publications and other products. Education staff have also
generated knowledge from their experience working in the sector. This knowledge may be transferred,
both externally and internally, through internal project documents, policy memos, or verbal exchanges
with the clients. However, internal incentives to transfer this tacit knowledge into published or explicit
knowledge were limited. Operations staff reported that the production of knowledge products was not

52  Only 41% of staff in the survey agreed that ADB provided adequate knowledge support in the sector; and 27% agreed that ADB 
knowledge products were being utilized by clients to improve their education policies or practices. This may reflect the overall 
situation in ADB. A 2020 IED evaluation of ADB knowledge solutions found that countries in Asia and the Pacific were demanding 
support to enable them to develop more sophisticated solutions to address more complex challenges, putting pressure on ADB 
to balance its primary role as a bank lending funds with providing knowledge solutions. Echoing a finding from the 2020 
evaluation, interviewees from other development institutions commented that ADB was limited in the extent to which it actively 
shared the knowledge it produced. IED. 2020. Knowledge Solutions for Development: An Evaluation of ADB’s Readiness for 
Strategy 2030. Manila.  

https://www.adb.org/publications/climate-change-education-playbook
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incentivized. The limited opportunities for national staff at resident missions to engage in cross-country 
or regional education projects may also have contributed to less than desired knowledge generation. 
Performance assessment and associated recognition, such as promotion, were still heavily based on the 
number and scale of projects that staff brought to the Board for approved, with little regard for the 
knowledge agenda.53 

D. Continued Challenge for a Small Sector to Align its Staff and Skills Mix with the Broader
Institutional Goals

64. The evaluation found that while ADB has established itself as an important partner in the
education sector in the region, it has not yet maximized its added value beyond providing financing. This
could be achieved through stronger analytical work and knowledge products. ADB also needs to push
for deeper partnerships with other development partners, subnational governments, civil society
organizations and the private sector. All of these would require an adequate staff and skills mix, with
incentives that are aligned with the goals of the organization.

65. In 2002, when the Policy on Education was formulated, ADB had 15 staff working in education.
At that time, this was considered adequate, although the policy noted that staffing needs would have to
be carefully assessed if demand for investment increased (para. 67). According to the 2010 ESOP, there
were 17 professional staff working in the education sector (3% of professional staff), and the ESOP stated
that ADB needed to hire more education specialists and improve the staff skills mix (pp. 17 and 19). The
2022 ESDG identified a major weakness in ADB education operations: “the number of ADB staff and their
skill mix have not kept pace with changing needs in DMCs—in particular with growing demand for digital
learning, public-private partnerships, interdisciplinary approaches, entrepreneurship, and innovation—so
ADB relies heavily on consultants for technical analyses” (para. 50 [ii]).

66. Given how human resources are organized at ADB, calculating the number of staff working on
education is not straightforward.54 Staff in the social sector divisions have different designations. Some
are education specialists or officers, who are fully dedicated to education projects. Others are social sector
specialists or officers who dedicate part of their time to education.55

67. Between 2011 and 2023, the number of staff allocated to the education sector increased
modestly. The full-time equivalent (FTE) of education sector staff increased from 17.1 in 2011 to 20.4 in
2023 (Figure 10).56 The increase was driven by the number of field-based education sector staff, and by
headquarters-based social sector staff who also covered education. The ratio of project and TA approval
count to the number of FTE staff showed an increasing trend from 2011 to 2018, but the trend returned
toward the average thereafter. Although there has been an increase in staffing, FTE staff working on the
education sector represent only 16% of the Human and Social Development Sector Office (SG–HSD), or
3% of all Sectors Department staff.57

68. ADB’s new operating model (NOM) is still in the early stages of implementation and is evolving.
Its intention is to make ADB operations more efficient.58 However, education sector staff have cautious

53 Footnote 52.  
54  Before 2023, staff and expertise from the sectors, themes, and other specializations in which ADB operates were distributed 

across its five regional departments—Central and West Asia, East Asia, the Pacific, South Asia, and Southeast Asia—and the 
Sustainable Development and Climate Change Department (SDCC). After implementation of the new operating model (NOM), 
individual sectors and themes in all regional departments and SDCC were consolidated in the Sectors Department, including, 
among others, the Human and Social Development Sector Office (SG–HSD). This is where all social sector staff at headquarters 
who were previously under the regional departments and the previous education sector group are currently assigned. The SG–
HSD is divided into six teams, each led by a director. Of these, three are practice teams (i.e., education, health, and social 
protection) while three are operations teams, organized by regions.  

55  There are also health, social protection, and social development specialists. 
56  Full-time equivalent = number of education specialists and officers + 0.5 x number of social sector specialists or officers. 
57  Only 15% of staff respondents to the survey indicated that ADB had adequate staff working in the sector, and 45% agreed that 

ADB staff skills were adequate to ensure high-quality design of education projects. Furthermore, 71% agreed that ADB should 
increase the number of staff to support preparation and implementation of operations. 

58 A forthcoming IED evaluation of the NOM (2025) may provide insights in this regard. 
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views on the NOM and noted that, during its transitional period, the NOM may have complicated business 
processes rather than improving efficiency or providing incentives to deliver high-quality solutions (e.g., 
customized policy advice, knowledge products, digital platforms, innovative financing modalities, or 
multisectoral approaches).  

Figure 10. Full-Time Education Staff Equivalent by Location and Project-to-Staff Ratio 

FO = field office, HQ = headquarters, RM = resident mission. 
Note: The Y-axis on the left displays quantities, while the Y-axis on the right shows ratios. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department estimates.  

E. Summary

69. Since the Policy on Education was relatively broad, staff have been given the flexibility to look
for opportunities and respond to new demands at the country level. This approach has helped ADB to
position itself as an important financier in education, particularly for selected countries in the region.
Nevertheless, the Policy on Education envisaged that ADB would become more strategic in its
engagement with countries; it wanted ADB to shape demands—rather than just be driven by them—and
to leverage ADB’s financial support. Shaping demands requires having a more strategic approach in
country engagement, supported by strong country-level analytical work. ADB has made efforts to prepare
such analytical work to inform CPSs, with varying scope and depth.

70. ADB has not used its financial strength to establish deep collaborations with other actors and
stakeholders in the education sector. It has forged good relationships with other development partners
at the country level through engagement in coordination and cofinancing arrangements. It has also
involved CSOs in delivering some of its support. However, there is room for ADB to enhance its
partnerships and to be more influential. Staff at ADB and other development partners have expressed
interest in deeper collaborations to address critical challenges. This would require ADB to be more present
at the subnational level, and to be more engaged with CSOs and communities. ADB has produced a
considerable body of knowledge products, but it needs to step up its efforts if it is to be perceived as a
leading source of knowledge in the sector. As part of this effort, ADB needs to improve the alignment of
its human resources allocation and skills mix with its broader institutional goals.
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Chapter 4 
High Project Success Rates but Their 
Effectiveness Can Be Enhanced 

71. This chapter analyzes the extent to which the aspirations of ADB’s education policy have been
translated into support at the project and program level. The chapter starts by assessing the success rates
of ADB education sector projects based on evaluation and validation data. It then offers an analysis of
project designs, with specific reference to the level of ambition evident in the objectives of education
projects, as well as the adequacy of the indicators used to support these project objectives. The chapter
then discusses the extent to which ADB projects targeted the three key education outcomes highlighted
in policy documents (access, learning, and employability) as well as other priorities (e.g., gender equity
and broader inclusivity). In addition, the chapter briefly discusses how the following areas of support
were reflected in ADB projects: (i) education sector policy; (ii) capacity development; (iii) innovation; and
(iv) private sector development (PSD).

A. Education Projects Have Been Successful Overall

72. Of the 780 project completion reports (PCRs) from all sectors that were validated by IED during
the evaluation period, 546 (70%) were rated successful. The education sector projects outperformed the
percentage for all sectors as 45 of 58 education projects over the same period (78%) were successful.
The success rate of ADB projects is determined by a non-weighted average of scores using four evaluation
criteria: relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, and sustainability.59 Figure 11 shows the moving averages of
success rates in the education sector compared with the success rates for all sectors. Between 2020 and
2023 success rates for education projects, calculated using a 3-year moving average, were consistently
above ADB’s overall average. Before 2020, there was greater variability in the relative success rates but,
most of the time, education projects were more successful than ADB projects in general.

Figure 11: Success Rates of Education Projects and of All ADB Projects (%) 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, EDU = education, n = number of project validation reports. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department.

73. The high overall success rates of the education projects were driven by their relevance, efficiency,
and sustainability criteria ratings, which were consistently higher than ADB averages. This shows how
ADB brings added value to DMCs: it delivers projects that are aligned with government priorities,
implemented in a timely manner with high economic rates of return, and financially and institutionally
sustainable after project completion.

59  ADB. 2016. Guidelines for the Evaluation of Public Sector Operations. The criteria refer to the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development Assistance Committee (OECD-DAC) evaluation criteria. OECD. 2011. Quality Standards for 
Development Evaluation. Paris 
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74. While education projects had high overall success rates, their ratings for effectiveness were lower
than those for the other three evaluation criteria. The effectiveness rate of education projects during the
evaluation period was 66%, lower than the ADB average of 70%. There were some periods when
education projects had a higher effectiveness rate than the ADB average, but the effectiveness rate for
education sector projects was lower than the overall ADB portfolio from 2019 to 2022 (Figure 12).
However, the effectiveness rate of education projects shows an increasing trend, surpassing the ADB
average for 2021–2023, which is an encouraging sign.

Figure 12: Effectiveness Rates of Education Projects and of All ADB Projects (%) 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, EDU = education, n = number of project validation reports. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department.

B. Room to Improve Effectiveness

75. Projects were assessed less than effective if they did not: (i) meet their targets, in terms of
outcomes and outputs, as contained in the project’s report and recommendation of the President (RRP),
or (ii) provide sufficient evidence that the targets had been met.60 An analysis of project completion
report validation reports (PVRs) revealed the factors behind the less than effective ratings for each project
(Box 6). Both external and internal factors prevented projects from achieving their targets. This raises the
question of whether the targets of these projects had a solid, analytical basis when they were set.
Admittedly, not all the external factors—e.g., changes in government policy or the political landscape or
the global pandemic—could have been anticipated at appraisal. However, improving the quality of
upfront work during project preparation should help projects to set more reasonable targets that are
supported by relevant and available indicators. Some projects failed to meet their targets due to
particular national developments, e.g., lower demand for specific courses in Sri Lanka or teacher
certification in Bangladesh (Box 6). In some other cases the quality of implementation and weak
monitoring contributed to projects that were rated less than effective.

76. Box 6 also provides an example of a project that was rated less than effective because it set
unrealistic or overly ambitious targets (the Second Teaching Quality Improvement in Secondary Education
Project in Bangladesh). The evaluation considered whether this was a common problem—i.e., were
unrealistic ambitions the main reason for the low overall effectiveness rates of education projects? —but
it did not find this to be the case. An analysis of the outcome statements of 21 PCRs revealed that most
projects had low-level outcomes (e.g., outputs such as textbooks or buildings) or modest intermediate
outcomes (e.g., teacher training or higher course completion rates). Only four projects (19%) had higher-
level outcomes such as enhanced learning, greater employability, or system-wide change (Box 7).61

60  In line with the OECD-DAC criteria, ADB defines effectiveness as the extent to which an intervention achieved, or is expected to 
achieve, its objectives. The objectives of a project are outlined in its outcomes and outputs. According to the project evaluation 
guidelines, a project is less than effective if it achieves less than 70% of its intended outcomes.  

61  A detailed explanation of the methodology is presented as Appendix 1, Linked Document D of this evaluation. 
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Box 6. Education Projects Rated Less than Effective 

To understand why the effectiveness ratings for education projects were lower than ratings for the other three 
evaluation criteria, the evaluation examined 21 project completion report validation reports (PVRs) of completed 
projects during the evaluation period. These PVRs rated one project highly effective (5%), 13 (62%) effective, and 
seven (33%) less than effective. The less than effective projects were: three investment projects in Bangladesh, India, 
and Viet Nam; two policy-based loans (PBL) in Armenia and Nepal; a results-based loan in Sri Lanka; and an 
emergency assistance loan in Nepal. 

Projects rated less than effective did not meet their intended outcomes for several reasons. Some set very high targets 
that the validation report considered unrealistic. For example, the Second Teaching Quality Improvement in 
Secondary Education Project in Bangladesh aimed to improve teaching quality and set a target of 100% of new 
teacher recruits to meet the qualification requirements; only around half of the recruits did so.a 

Other projects set realistic targets but, for various reasons, were not able to meet them. In the Bangladesh project, 
another target was for 5,000 teachers who did not have teaching degrees to complete a certificate to qualify for a 
Bachelor of Education program. However, only 2,146 teachers completed the certificate. The project completion 
report (PCR) stated that the project overestimated the demand for certification, because many teachers opted for 
another degree program, Bachelor of Madrasa Education, which did not require certificates. An unexpected external 
factor, the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic, delayed the implementation of key reforms in Armenia, hence 
most of the targets of ADB’s PBL were not met.b 

The Education Sector Development Program in Sri Lanka, a results-based loan, aimed at improving youth 
employability and targeted an increase in science and commerce enrollment at the secondary school level. This target 
was not achieved because the project’s introduction of a new technology stream attracted many students, reducing 
enrollment in other streams, including science and commerce.c 

A lack of sufficient or relevant evidence was another reason for less than effective ratings. The PCR of the Supporting 
Human Capital Development Project in Meghalaya, India claimed that “71% of the trainees were employed within a 
year.” However, the PVR argued that “the PCR did not provide adequate details on the training program, making it 
hard to discern if the project activities contributed to improved employment.”d The Second Upper Secondary 
Education Development Project in Viet Nam reported an increase in national university entrance exam pass rates; 
however, it was not able to demonstrate that this was due to the project.e 

a IED. 2021. Validation Report: Second Teaching Quality Improvement in Secondary Education Project in Bangladesh. 
b IED. 2022. Validation Report: Human Development Enhancement Program in Armenia,  
c IED. 2020. Validation Report: Education Sector Development Program in Sri Lanka.  
d IED. 2024. Validation Report: Supporting Human Capital Development in Meghalaya in India.  
e IED. 2022. Validation Report: Second Upper Secondary Education Development Project in Viet Nam. 
Sources: Independent Evaluation Department. 

C. Aiming for Higher Outcomes

77. Should ADB aim to deliver more projects that target higher outcomes? Currently, only one in five
education projects aim for higher-level outcomes so there is room for ADB to aim for a higher share of
such projects. ADB needs to maximize the impact and value added of its financial support by delivering
projects that aim for enhanced learning, greater employability, or reforms to the education system.62 To
understand how a project’s level of ambition might influence the assessment of its effectiveness, the
evaluation analyzed the outcome statements of the 21 projects completed during the evaluation period
that were validated by IED (Box 7).

62 The delineation of ambition in this manner is not a reflection of the quality of work undertaken or the necessity of the inputs 
that were delivered. The level of ambition concerns the degree of complexity addressed and the challenges involved, and ADB’s 
internal guidelines. ADB defines project outcome as “goods, services, or products delivered by the project, while outcomes are 
the immediate and direct benefits of the use or application of outputs,” which is oriented towards short-term and direct benefit. 
See ADB. 2020. Guidelines for Preparing and Using a DMF. 

https://www.adb.org/documents/bangladesh-second-teaching-quality-improvement-secondary-education-project
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/816946/files/pvr-3860_1.pdf
https://www.adb.org/documents/sri-lanka-education-sector-development-program
https://www.adb.org/documents/india-supporting-human-capital-development-meghalaya
https://www.adb.org/documents/viet-nam-second-upper-secondary-education-development-project
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-document/32509/guidelines-preparing-dmf.pdf
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Box 7. Assessing Project Ambitions 

In this analysis, “ambition” is defined as the reach of the outcomes that a project intends to deliver. The analysis 
classified the outcome statements of 21 validated projects during the evaluation period into four categories: low 
(outputs such as textbooks and buildings); modest (achievements that might contribute to improved education 
quality, such as teacher training or higher course completion rates); high (enhanced learning outcomes, greater 
employability, system-wide changes); and very high (systemic effects with national or multisector impacts that 
would contribute to general well-being). 

No projects were considered as having had very high levels of outcome. Of the 21 validated projects, four (19%) 
had outcome statements in the “high” category. Two of these were the Education Sector Development Program 
in Sri Lanka, a results-based lending project which targeted “development of a modernized secondary education 
school system” and a higher education project in Mongolia that aimed for an “improved, well-managed, and 
equitable higher education.”a Both targeted system-wide changes at the secondary and tertiary levels. 

Thirteen completed projects (59%) had outcome statements that targeted “modest” levels of outcomes. An 
example is the Secondary Education Sector Development Program in the Lao PDR, which targeted increases in 
secondary school enrollment, survival rates, and number of qualified teachers.b These relevant and important 
objectives which are commonly used in education projects to improve education quality and potentially lead to 
enhanced learning outcomes. However, they deal with specific constraints rather than addressing systemic issues. 

Projects with high outcome levels will set targets that are harder to achieve. Demonstrating that outcomes have 
been achieved may also be difficult. The figures below show the distribution of project outcome reach and the 
ratings provided for project effectiveness. The left-hand figure shows that two out of the four projects (50%) with 
high outcomes were rated effective. Nine out of 13 projects (70%) with modest outcomes and three out of four 
projects (75%) with low outcomes were rated effective. However, given the small sample size, these findings 
should be interpreted cautiously. Particular factors during implementation unrelated to the projects’ level of 
ambition may have affected their effectiveness. 

Four projects (21%) were in the “low” category, i.e., their outcome statements were outputs featuring the delivery 
of infrastructure such as disaster-related projects in Nepal and Tonga, which supported reconstruction of physical 
assets.c Two higher education projects, one supporting polytechnic education in Indonesia and another 
supporting a regional university in the South Pacific, focused heavily on providing infrastructure to increase 
enrollments.d 

Outcome Level and Rating of Completed Projects, 
2011–2023 

Outcome Level and Relevance of Outcome 
Indicators, 2011–2023 

Furthermore, projects with high ambitions require more complex indicators, and as a result, it may be more 
difficult to present data supporting and attributing their achievements. To investigate this, the evaluation assessed 
the outcome indicators based on how well they supported the outcome statements (for example, if an outcome 
referred to “increased rate of employment among graduates,” the indicator should measure employment rates 
among graduates and, ideally, employment rates among graduates in the discipline in which they were trained). 
Each project was assessed according to the relevance of its outcome indicators using a three-point scale: highly 
relevant, moderately relevant, and lowly relevant. 

The right-hand graph shows that most completed projects had appropriate outcome indicators, or indicators that 
adequately substantiated the stated outcome. Of the 21 completed projects, eight (38%) had highly relevant 
indicators, six (29%) had moderately relevant indicators, and seven (34%) had indicators of limited relevance. 
Almost all projects with outcomes classified as low reach contained highly relevant indicators, (four out of five or 
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80%), supporting the argument that it is easier to identify relatively simple indicators to support low outcomes. 
The analysis also shows that the higher the level of reach in the outcome statements, the more difficult it is to 
identify relevant indicators. 

a IED. 2020. Validation Report: Education Sector Development Program in Sri Lanka; and IED. 2023. Validation Report: Higher 
Education Sector Reform Project in Mongolia.  

b IED. 2022. Validation Report: Secondary Education Sector Development Program in Lao People’s Democratic Republic.  
c IED. 2022. Validation Report: Earthquake Emergency Assistance Project in Nepal; and IED. 2020. Validation Report: Cyclone 

Ian Recovery Project in Tonga. 
c IED. 2022. Validation Report: Polytechnic Education Development Project in Indonesia; and IED. 2019. Validation Report: 

Higher Education in the Pacific Investment Program - Tranche 1. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 

D. Most Project Outcomes Targeted Access; More Focus on Learning and Employment is
Needed

78. Chapter 1 noted that ADB DMCs had achieved high rates of access to, participation in, and
completion of both primary and lower secondary education. Yet countries still faced significant
challenges associated with learning poverty, employability, and high youth unemployment. ADB can add
value to its support by paying more attention to learning and employability outcomes.

79. To understand the orientation of projects in the portfolio as well as what they supported to
achieve their ends, the evaluation analyzed the DMFs in all 84 core education projects. A detailed
explanation of the methodology is presented as Appendix 1, Linked Document E of this evaluation).
Project outcome statements were assigned codes. The first three codes represented the key education
outcomes: access, learning, and employability.

80. The analysis showed that ADB projects sought to support improvements in all three key areas,
although access remained the predominant focus across the portfolio (Figure 13). Of the 84 core
education projects, 55 (65%) had access to education as their focus. Employment-related outcomes were
the focus in 42 projects (50%), while learning-related outcomes were included in 41 projects (49%).

81. Figure 13 shows the specific interventions associated with each of the outcome statements under
the access, learning, and employment categories. Under access, enrollment was the most targeted
intervention (targeted by 35 projects), followed by school completion (21), attendance and survival (19),
provision of education facilities (4), and financial and other support (2).

82. To improve learning outcomes, ADB projects supported DMCs to improve competence, as
measured by the pass rates of national exams or similar assessments (20 projects).63 ADB also supported
improvements to school governance, management, and leadership (7). Only seven projects targeted
literacy and numeracy, although absence of literacy is fundamental to learning poverty. Literacy and
numeracy are core indicators of enhanced learning.64 Projects also covered outcomes related to
improving the curriculum (8), and teachers’ capacity (6).65

63  For example, the Senior High School Program in the Philippines targeted “improvements in mathematics and science mean 
percentage score on the national achievement test.” The Secondary Education Sector Investment Program in Bangladesh targeted 
an “increase in the percentage of secondary school certificate students passing with A and A+.” 

64 The evaluation notes that supporting measures to increase the pass rates of national exams—the majority focus among ADB 
projects is on “learning”—can have relatively limited developmental impact because these exams can often be aligned with local 
standards and may incentivize teaching geared toward passing a test, potentially neglecting broader learning outcomes. In 
contrast, supporting the measurement of literacy or numeracy skills that are internationally comparable enables benchmarking 
against global standards. This can incentivize systemic improvements and ensure learners acquire foundational skills critical for 
long-term personal and economic development.  

65 The Senior Secondary Education Improvement Project in Solomon Islands targeted “85% of senior secondary schools 
implemented a curriculum that integrates climate and disaster resilience, sustainable development, and gender equality.” The 
Secondary Education Sector Development Program in the Lao PDR targeted “75% teachers were qualified” defined as having a 
diploma, bachelor’s or master’s degree.”  

https://www.adb.org/documents/sri-lanka-education-sector-development-program
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/Evaluation%20Document/942356/files/pvr-2766.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/Evaluation%20Document/942356/files/pvr-2766.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/790801/files/pvr-2777_6.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/836271/files/pvr-3260_1.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/623751/files/pvr-702_6.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/623751/files/pvr-702_6.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/803926/files/pvr-2928_2.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/529456/files/pvr-633.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/529456/files/pvr-633.pdf
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83. Most projects targeting the employability of graduates aimed to provide specific skills training
(33). Typically, the outcome targets were framed in terms of the percentage of the project’s target group
who were employed post-training.66 Other outcomes included employers’ satisfaction, a measure of the
quality of graduates (13) and the improvement or development of skills competency standards (11).

Figure 13. Number of Projects by Education Outcome Focus 

n = number.  
Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 

84. Given that the key issues in education have shifted from access to learning outcomes and
employability, ADB needs to increase its focus on learning-related outcomes. Staff survey results
confirmed that learning outcomes had received less attention than access and employability (ADB’s focus
on employability reflects the large number of TVET projects during the evaluation period). Only 46% of
staff reported that ADB gave “a lot of focus” or “some focus” to learning outcomes in its current
education operations, compared to access (61%) and employability (71%).67

E. ADB Projects Targeted Girls but They Need to Support Broader Inclusivity

85. While Asia and the Pacific has seen significant improvements in access to education, significant
population groups still face barriers to education. More efforts are needed to reach marginalized and
disadvantaged populations.

86. Most ADB education projects targeted the general population. Of the 84 core education projects,
41 were classified as general interventions that indirectly supported poverty reduction (49%), e.g.,
through infrastructure investments designed to improve the enabling environment for pro-poor growth
(Figure 14). Another 31 projects (37%) were targeted interventions with a direct impact on the non-
income dimensions of poverty, as represented in the Millennium Development Goals and Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Additionally, 10 projects (12%) were geographically targeted at areas with
high poverty incidence. Only two projects (2%) targeted households and beneficiaries.

66  The Mid-Level Skills Training Project in Timor-Leste aimed to increase the percentage of “TVET graduates with mid-level training 
who find employment within 3 months of graduation.” Similarly, the Skills Training and Education Pathways Upgradation Project 
in Bhutan targeted an increase in “graduates of technical training institutes [who are] employed or self-employed within 6 
months of completing their course.” 

67  Learning outcomes seldom featured in the 23 non-core education projects. Only two projects, a trade project in the Lao PDR and 
a PBL on productivity and human capital in Indonesia, targeted learning in one of their outcomes. By contrast, employability of 
graduates was covered in 17 projects, and employment in 11 projects. 
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Figure 14. Distribution of Education Projects 
by Poverty Targeting 

MDG = Millennium Development Goal, SDG = Sustainable 
Development Goal. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department.

Figure 15. Distribution of Education Projects by 
Gender Classification 

Source: Independent Evaluation Department.

87. An analysis of the project outputs in the DMFs of the 84 core education projects found that 36
(43%) included some provisions for poor or economically disadvantaged groups, such as financial support 
or quotas for enrollment or participation in a training program. Other types of inclusion were less
pronounced: 11 (13%) had outputs targeting people with disabilities; 11 (13%) targeted rural, remote,
or lagging areas; and 8 (4%) targeted ethnic minorities, while 34 projects (41%) had no outputs targeting
specific disadvantaged groups. ADB’s 2022 disability-inclusive development roadmap and operational
approach to sexual and gender minorities’ inclusion offers further guidance on enhancing efforts to
provide support for broader inclusion in ADB education projects.68

88. On gender, a significant majority of core education projects, 51 projects (61%) were categorized
as "gender equity", indicating that these interventions directly addressed gender disparities and promoted
equal opportunities in education (Figure 15) while 37% (31 projects) fell under the "effective gender
mainstreaming" category, suggesting that, while gender equality may not have been the primary focus,
these projects incorporated substantial elements designed to advance gender equality and women's
empowerment. Only two projects (2%) were classified as having "some gender elements," implying that
gender considerations were present but may have played a less prominent role in these initiatives.

89. During the period, gender in education projects still meant specifically targeting girls, an explicit
recommendation of the 2002 Policy on Education. The 2010 ESOP and 2022 ESDG also referred to
“measures that help girls and disadvantaged students to attend school.” The evaluation found that,
although in many countries girls still face obstacles in accessing and benefitting from education, the
exclusive focus on girls in ADB’s education policy did not take account of the fact that in some countries
boys underperform girls in terms of enrollment, grades, and completion rates. For example, in Mongolia,
retaining boys in school is a significant issue and in Nepal, many boys and young men aspire to migrate
to look for better jobs instead of continuing their education. While this is mentioned as background in
some projects, ADB education projects have not systematically addressed these issues. Two RBLs in the
Philippines are exceptions in that they recognized that boys were at higher risk of dropping out of school
or obtaining a failing grade, and noted that more should be done when boys are falling behind.69 An
updated approach was recommended by IED’s recent evaluation of ADB’s gender policy, which
recommended that it be updated to address broader gender and inclusivity issues.70

68  ADB. 2022. Strengthening Disability-Inclusive Development: 2021–2025 Road Map. Manila; and ADB. 2025. ADB’s Operational 
Approach to Sexual and Gender Minorities’ Inclusion: a Road Map for 2025-2030. Manila 

69  ADB. 2014. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to Senior High School Support 
Program (formerly Education Improvement Sector Development Program). Manila; and ADB.2019. Report and Recommendation 
of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to Secondary Education Support Program. Manila. 

70  IED. 2024. Thematic Evaluation: ADB Support for Accelerating Progress in Gender Equality. Manila: ADB. 
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F. ADB Supported Capacity Development and Education Policy

90. ADB’s support for capacity development is apparent in the portfolio: 78 projects (93%) included
capacity development elements in their intended outputs. Typically, these projects supported institutional
capacity building, management and governance reforms, accreditation and alignment with international
standards, the development of management information systems, and staff training (Box 8).71

Box 8. Capacity Development in Action 

The Senior High School Support Program in the Philippines, a results-based loan, demonstrated how projects can 
add value through capacity development. The loan supported government reforms to introduce years 11 and 12 into 
high schools.a The Department of Education’s staff interviewed for a country case study noted that the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) had provided technical support for curriculum development, teacher training, and 
infrastructure planning, and that it had offered valuable insights and fresh perspectives. ADB also helped to develop 
institutional capacity to implement these reforms, which included extending basic education from 10 to 12 years, 
developing new academic tracks and specializations, establishing partnerships with industry, and monitoring 
progress. While the ADB loan was helpful in supporting the reforms, the associated technical assistance helped the 
Department of Education to achieve the disbursement-linked indicators, streamline the procurement process for 
goods and services, and ensure that the reforms continued across administrations. 

a ADB. 2023. Completion Report: Senior High School Support Program in the Philippines. Manila. 
Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 

91. ADB support for policy reforms has typically been provided as loans or grants for education sector
development (ESD). As discussed in Chapter 2, from 2011 to 2023 ADB approved only 12 ESD projects
(17% of the total ADB education portfolio). A third of ESD support was allocated to Group A countries
(concessional assistance only); however, only three Group A countries—Cambodia, Nepal, and the Kyrgyz
Republic—received ESD support. This suggests that the demand for ESD support from Group A countries
despite their potential benefits from education sector reforms—remains limited. In addition, 37% of TA
support was allocated to ESD. Activities under the TA projects included supporting DMC education sector
planning and assessments.

92. The program component of SDP loans and grants also enabled ADB to support policy and
capacity development. While SDPs represented only a small share of ADB’s education portfolio, ADB also
approved 10 non-core PBLs that contained education components. These amounted to $607 million. For
example, two PBLs for the Kyrgyz Republic that supported strengthening the investment climate and
economic diversification also supported TVET reforms and competency-based training.72 RBL projects,
which supported existing government programs, also contained components on policy and capacity
development support.

G. Innovation is Needed but So Far Specificity Has Been Limited

93. The Policy on Education and other documents recommended that ADB provide support for
innovations, which was described in both general and specific ways.73 The policy referred to innovation

71  A smaller number of projects with a capacity development component focused on the provision of learning resources such as 
books and learning materials (10% of projects), and policy reform (3% of projects). 

72  ADB. 2014. Kyrgyz Republic: Investment Climate Improvement Program. Subprogram 3; and ADB. 2022. Kyrgyz Republic: 
Promoting Economic Diversification Program. Subprogram 3. 

73  The definition of innovation used here is based on a combination of ADB operational guidance and the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) definition. ADB operations consider innovation to be the introduction of approaches, designs, 
components, or features (e.g., the development or application of advanced technology) and/or use of preparation or 
implementation processes that are new for the DMC (ADB. 2019. Tracking Indicator Definitions). UNDP defines innovation as 
using the most up-to-date concepts and tools available to achieve change, finding better ways to create impact for people and 
the planet, strengthening resilience, and building more inclusive societies. These involve 21st century solutions: getting societies 
ready for the future of work, ensuring digital inclusion and accelerating a low-carbon transition, pioneering innovative 
technologies, bringing new solutions and approaches to accelerate sustainable development (i.e., advances in clean energy or 
digital platforms providing services) 

https://www.adb.org/projects/41544-084/main
https://www.adb.org/projects/52225-004/main#project-documents
https://www.adb.org/projects/52225-004/main#project-documents
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as “practices that will improve access and quality of education for the poor” (para. 46) and cited two 
specific examples of innovations: (i) curriculum reform, including curricula that meet local needs (para. 
46); and (ii) greater use of information and communication technology (ICT, para. 50).74  

94. Subsequent documents have continued to mention innovation, but ADB has offered limited
operational level guidance or recognition of the resources needed to test, adapt, evaluate and learn in
order to mainstream and upscale innovations to specific contexts. This applies both to introducing
technological innovations and to using new approaches to education. The 2010 ESOP said that ADB
would “utilize new and innovative models of service delivery and financing,” including the use of ICT in
education service delivery and public–private partnerships. According to the 2022 ESDG, innovation also
encompasses working with dynamic municipal mayors, using technology for learning, promoting
collaboration with industry, and pursuing innovative funding modalities.

95. The evaluation’s review of ADB education project documents found 12 projects that targeted
wider use of ICT, including integrating ICT-based learning in the curriculum and building ICT-ready
classrooms. Regarding financing, projects in the education sector have pioneered the use of results-based
lending (RBL) in ADB. In Chapter 2, the evaluation shows that education is the largest user of the RBL
modality (para. 30). RBL is intended to support existing government programs. Since implementation
relies on the government’s own systems (e.g., procurement and safeguards), a defining component of
RBL is the institutional and capacity development of the borrower. An IED evaluation on RBL support
found that “RBL programs appeared in tune with a government-led approach and well-suited to drive
the difficult, system-wide changes necessary for meaningful education reform.”75

96. Some PCRs considered that the introduction of new approaches, designs, components, or
features represented innovative approaches. This view was also expressed by staff during interviews. In
Indonesia, for example, ADB funded university incubators and start-ups, leading to successful companies
generating significant revenues and employment.76 The Higher Education Reform Project in Mongolia
introduced competitive grants to encourage higher education institutes to form partnerships with
industry and global universities.77 Two TVET projects in Bangladesh and Cambodia established skills
development funds, while two projects in India supported small entrepreneurship components to help
graduates start their own businesses.78

97. The evaluation found it difficult to assess the extent to which ADB education projects had
promoted innovation due to the lack of clarity about what ADB means by being innovative. The meaning
of the term ”innovation” appears to depend on the specific project context. It should be noted that staff
responding to the survey indicated that supporting innovation was not a focus of education projects.
More than half of the respondents cited “not enough knowledge and expertise in ADB” as the main
challenge for integrating innovative solutions in projects.

H. Private Sector Development Components in Projects Need More Depth

98. In supporting the education sector, ADB operates almost exclusively in the public domain.
However, ADB recognizes that the private sector can be a key player in education. ADB’s education policy
and guideline documents have identified areas where ADB can promote PSD and participation and
mobilize private resources.

74 In a departure from the approach taken by the 2002 policy, this evaluation does not regard curriculum reform as an innovation, 
as it should be part of mainstream education interventions. 

75  IED. 2017. Results-Based Lending at the Asian Development Bank: An Early Assessment. 
76  ADB. 2022. Indonesia: Promoting Research and Innovation through Modern and Efficient Science and Technology Parks Project. 
77  ADB. 2011. Mongolia: Higher Education Reform Project. 
78  ADB. 2018. India: Madhya Pradesh Skills Development Project; and ADB. 2013. Supporting Human Capital Development in 

Meghalaya. 

https://www.adb.org/documents/results-based-lending-asian-development-bank-early-assessment
https://www.adb.org/projects/55063-001/main
https://www.adb.org/projects/55063-001/main
https://www.adb.org/projects/43007-023/main
https://www.adb.org/projects/48493-002/main
https://www.adb.org/projects/46166-001/main
https://www.adb.org/projects/46166-001/main
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99. The specific ways in which ADB worked with the private sector during the period varied across
subsectors and through time. For pre-primary and primary education, ADB considers that basic education
should be free of charge, and specific financial assistance should be targeted at disadvantaged groups
who are more likely to drop out of school and less likely to enroll at all to ensure that all children are able
to complete primary school. For secondary education, the Policy on Education opened the door for more
private sector provision by stating that ADB will “provide technical assistance to help governments
formulate policies and programs to enhance cost-sharing and cost recovery to lessen the burden on
government.” ADB acknowledged that upper income groups tended to be disproportionately enrolled at
the secondary level and argued that “private sector provision is encouraged through an appropriate
policy environment.” Most ADB DMCs offer compulsory education up to and including Grade 8 with no
fees, although parents often have to contribute toward facilities, extracurricular activities, and other
items. Many countries offer non-compulsory education with no fees up to and including Grade 10. For
higher education and TVET, ADB has recognized the need to have a closer partnership with the private
sector in providing education services. 

100. Of the 84 core education sector projects examined by the evaluation, 42 with a total value of
$4.4 billion (41% by value) listed PSD as one of the drivers of change.79 Of these 42 projects, 26 (62%)
were in TVET, eight (12%) in tertiary education, six (14%) in secondary education, one (2%) in primary
education, and one (2%) in ESD. To understand how ADB promotes private sector involvement in the
education sector, the evaluation classified private-sector-related components in ADB education projects
into five activities: (i) direct involvement of the private sector in education or training provision; (ii) formal
partnerships with industry in education, training, or research activities; (iii) agreements with industry on
employing graduates; (iv) issuance of policies or regulations with regard to the private sector’s role in
education or training; and (v) private financing of education or training (Figure 16). The most common
private sector component in an education project was delivering TVET or higher education (e.g., engaging
private training providers in the program, or having industry representatives in the skills council). Formal
partnerships between training or higher education providers, or agreements with the private sector to
carry out the internship or apprenticeship programs, were also common.

Figure 16. Number of Education Projects with Private Sector Components 

 Source: Independent Evaluation Department. 

101. The evaluation found some good examples of how ADB projects have integrated private sector
elements into project designs. For example, a TVET project in Cambodia had a specific set of outcomes
and outputs, including the establishment of a skills development fund, while projects in Bangladesh the

79 Under Strategy 2020, ADB identified five “drivers of change” or cross-cutting areas that ADB would emphasize; PSD is one of the 
five drivers of change. Every project approved after Strategy 2020 was supposed to identify one or more drivers of change in its 
documentation. The inclusion of PSD, as well as other ”drivers of change” in the project document, is mainly left to the project 
team. 
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Kyrgyz Republic supported broader private participation in skills training provision and governance.80 
Most projects are still at the early stages of private sector involvement and are targeting activities such 
as “partnership or collaboration agreements with industries.” 

102. In general, ADB operations still focused primarily on public sector clients, and only 29% of the
staff responding to the survey said that ADB was actively engaging with the private sector in DMCs on
education-related interventions. While ADB’s NOM envisages a greater focus on the private sector, only
about a third of ADB staff believed that ADB would enhance its engagement with private sector clients.
Similarly, only 32% of staff believed that ADB’s private sector investments in education would increase.
ADB still finds it difficult to find sizeable markets that justify nonsovereign financing, despite the growing
role of the private sector in the education sector in Asia and the Pacific. This may be because in many
countries the education sector is still not fully open to foreign investment, and education institutions can
only operate as non-profit organizations. Given these constraints, ADB’s private sector operations in
education seem likely to remain small.

103. While ADB has stated that it intends to support private sector involvement in the education sector
and to have more partnerships with the private sector, its policy documents do not provide sufficient
clarity on what ADB intends to achieve with regard to involving the private sector in education operations.
The 2022 ESDG highlighted areas for collaborating with the private sector to deliver high-quality
education at all levels, mobilizing private sector participation, establishing partnerships in TVET, and
developing and adopting new education technology, but it did not provide guidance on the potential
risks or on the mitigation measures needed to adapt the enabling environment to ensure more effective
and equitable outcomes from such engagement.

I. Summary

104. Education projects have had high success rates, but their effectiveness ratings have been
significantly lower than their relevance, efficiency, and sustainability. The effectiveness of education
projects has improved since the COVID-19 pandemic, which is encouraging. Education sector projects
typically targeted modest outcomes in their outcome statements. ADB has a big opportunity to maximize
the value added of its financial support by delivering more projects that target higher outcomes, such as
enhanced learning, employability, and system-wide changes, although delivering such outcomes would
require high-quality preparatory work.

105. ADB can also increase the value added of its support by focusing more on learning and
employability outcomes. At the project level, the ADB portfolio still emphasizes support for access (in
particular, increasing overall enrollment), even though learning and improving the transition to the labor
market have been central to ADB education policy since 2002. These have become more serious issues
for countries in Asia and the Pacific and ADB needs to address them.

106. ADB should take a more balanced approach to gender and address wider inclusiveness issues.
Most education projects have successfully provided interventions to address gender disparity by targeting
girls, but ADB also needs to address the high barriers facing other marginal or vulnerable groups in
accessing education and in deriving benefits from education once they are in school. ADB needs to clarify
what it means by educational innovation. It needs to provide more guidance on how ADB projects can
become more innovative and how they can involve the private sector. ADB needs to provide greater
support for reform and capacity development to countries eligible for concessional assistance.

80 ADB. 2019. Cambodia: Skills for Competitiveness Project; ADB. 2014. Skills for Employment Investment Program; and ADB. 2017. 
Kyrgyz Republic: Skills for Inclusive Growth Sector Development Program. 

https://www.adb.org/projects/50394-002/main
https://www.adb.org/projects/documents/bangladesh-42466-014-3
https://www.adb.org/projects/50024-002/main
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107. ADB has been an active development partner in education in the Asia and Pacific region for more
than 50 years. During this period, significant improvements have been made in school enrollment,
retention, and completion across the region, as well as in reducing gender gaps. However, significant
challenges remain.

108. First, the high percentage of children not in school remains an issue for many low-income
families, and is influenced by geographical location, disability, ethnicity, and language. Second, learning
outcomes are not focused enough on improving education systems where accountability often focuses
on educational inputs. Third, there are major gaps between the skills provided by education systems and
the needs of the modern economy. As a result, many economies suffer from a surplus of graduates while
experiencing skills shortages.

109. Countries in the Asia and Pacific region are richer than they used to be, and their populations are
wealthier. Compared with their parents and grandparents, younger generations have higher demands
for education, and greater aspirations in the job market. There is a risk that, while countries are getting
richer, inequality will widen, making it more important than ever to ensure equitable access to education.
Job markets are also changing, with labor becoming more mobile across countries. Modern jobs demand
different types of skills, and education systems constantly need to adapt so they can meet changing
demands for skills. Finally, technology offers greater access to knowledge and information, as well as
different ways of delivering education. At the same time, information technology can create a “digital
divide” that exacerbates inequality.

110. Although the education sector remains small as a share of ADB’s total portfolio, the size of its
loans and grants portfolio has increased over the last 10 years. This has allowed ADB to make important
contributions to the sector, particularly in some countries, where it has combined TA, policy dialogue,
partnerships, and lending. ADB can become more transformational by combining and leveraging its
resources to add value. The evaluation identified four key findings four recommendations to enhance
ADB’s support for education in the region.

A. Key Findings and Issues

1. The Education Policy and subsequent guidance documents provide sufficient
breadth for ADB operations, but the overall framework needs to be updated

111. Currently, the sector policy framework is contained in different documents: the 2002 Policy on
Education, and the 2022 ESDG, which replaced the 2010 ESOP. The principles set out in the education
policy and subsequent sector guides provide a broad platform for ADB to be flexible in responding to
client demands. However, gaps persist within and across the guiding documents. The 2002 Policy on
Education mixed policy principles with prescriptive implementation guidance which has only selectively
been implemented. The Policy’s broad aspirations were not fully translated into the portfolio, as guidance
was vague and not aligned with resources (e.g., on preparing sector road maps for all DMCs), or limited
(the exclusive focus on targeting girls in the gender context). Further, the policy recognized the
importance of learning from its implementation to refine and improve its guidance. ADB was to review
and update the policy after 5 years. A sector study was conducted in 2008 but did not lead to a policy
update. As such, after more than 20 years the policy is also dated in terms of its references to ADB and
the sector priorities that have emerged in recent years. To an extent, these evolving sector priorities (e.g.,
the role of technology and the involvement of the private sector) and persisting issue (e.g., adapting and
mainstreaming innovation into local context) were picked up and reflected in the ESOP and, later, ESDG.
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However, operational guidance remains insufficient. Similarly, greater nuance and guidance to address 
wider inclusiveness challenges, including the access to education among the marginalized groups, and 
the “reverse gender gap” issue in education, will be useful.  

2. ADB has not had a consistent approach to ensuring robust country education sector
diagnostics and knowledge work

112. The 2002 policy and subsequent documents envisioned that ADB would develop a more strategic
approach to country engagement, focusing on sector development and reform to maximize ADB’s
impact. The policy assumed ADB would prepare an education sector road map for each DMC to guide its
country-level portfolio, which has not occurred. The evaluation found that ADB selectively prepared
diagnostic and analytical works to inform its projects and CPSs; however, their shape and depth varied.
The decision to prepare more thorough assessments was made on a case-by-case basis, depending on
the country context and the amount of resources available. Diagnostics were often undertaken with the
intent of informing specific investments rather than being a more strategic assessment identifying
constraints and opportunities to be addressed at the sector or country level. As a result of the more
limited diagnostics and understanding of key constraints, projects often prioritized direct benefits, such
as access to TVET and secondary education, over more complex challenges like improving learning quality
or facilitating transitioning to the labor force.

113. To complement its financing support, ADB has actively produced knowledge products, covering
a wide range of topics that are well received and cited by clients. In addition, staff also generated tacit
knowledge from their experience working in the sector. However, ADB has not yet fully leveraged its
knowledge works to identify barriers and constraints in DMCs’ education systems, particularly in
improving learning quality and employability. ADB has developed potentially useful knowledge products
in areas such as private sector engagement and digital technology, but they could be more effectively
leveraged to inform its operations. Despite producing notable knowledge works and organizing
knowledge initiatives across the region, ADB has yet to be widely recognized as a leader in knowledge
support.

3. ADB has delivered successful education projects but effectiveness and the quality
of DMFs can be improved

114. ADB’s education projects have had high success rates. This has largely been driven by the
relevance and efficiency ratings. Governments view ADB as a partner who supports projects addressing
important needs that are implemented on time and within budget, with long-lasting benefit. Technical
assistance associated with projects has also been recognized as an important benefit. However, education
sector projects have challenges in meeting their objectives. During the evaluation period, only two-thirds
of ADB’s education projects were rated effective, which is lower than the ADB average, although the
trend is improving. This means that a significant share of education projects did not achieve the specific
outputs and outcomes they intended to deliver.

115. Despite ADB’s ambitions to improve outcomes, education sector projects typically targeted
lower-level outcomes such as number of students or graduates, rather than higher-level outcomes like
enhanced learning quality or systemic changes that address structural problems in education systems.
This reflects, among other things, clients’ demand for such support and the support provided by other
development partners. At the same time, ADB’s emphasis on projects with modest ambitions has limited
its ability to address the critical challenges identified in its Policy on Education. While considering clients’
needs and capacity is important, there is an opportunity for ADB to provide more projects with higher
outcome aspirations.
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4. The broad aspirations to grow the education portfolio were not backed up by 
sufficient resources  

 
116. The share of education in ADB’s total portfolio has hovered around 5%, despite targets to expand 
it to 6%–10% by 2024 as stated in the CRF, 2019–2024. Such targets have not been accompanied by a 
commensurate increase in the number of staff working in the sector. Additionally, changes under NOM 
affect the Sector Group’s efforts to support and grow the portfolio, especially in countries without an 
existing education portfolio. The level of partnerships and collaboration with other development 
partners, private sectors and CSOs vary across countries. While ADB has achieved strong levels of 
partnerships, those were limited to a few countries and was not widely replicated to drive broader 
portfolio growth. As a result, there was a mismatch in the sector between ADB’s aspirations as laid out 
in the policy framework and what ADB did on the ground (as reflected in the portfolio).  
 
117. Although the CRF, 2019–2024 target of ADB to lending in education was not met, it served as a 
useful incentive for ADB to expand its education sector portfolio. Going forward, without such an explicit 
target in the latest CRF, 2025–2030, ADB needs to look for different approaches to provide incentives 
and focus attention on the sector. 

 
B. Recommendations 
 

1. Update ADB’s education policy framework to better clarify ADB’s strategic 
approach, objectives, and operational guidance 

 
118. The policy architecture reform provides an opportunity for ADB to update its education sector 
policy framework to provide greater clarity, consistency and coherence between the strategic, 
operational, and guidance documents. There are several options for Management to consider. The 2002 
Policy on Education can be updated or retired, consistent with the new policy architecture’s intent. 
Accordingly, ADB should issue a new set of guidance documents to ensure greater clarity, consistency 
and coherence between the strategic, operational, and other sector directives. At the highest level, ADB 
should establish the principles and parameters for its education support. A theory of change—outlining 
ADB’s goals and priorities within the context of its strengths, the education challenges of DMCS, and 
sector best practices—could serve as a foundation for these principles. To complement the high-level 
principles and strategic directions, ADB needs to provide more detailed operational guidance for the 
sector on: (i) gender and equity, ensuring broader inclusion and equality, aligned with ADB’s other 
policies on social issues, such as its new operational approach to sexual and gender minorities’ inclusion 
and disability-inclusive development roadmaps; (ii) innovation and emerging challenges, leveraging 
technology and the private sector, addressing climate change’s impact on education, and fostering digital 
and green skills; (iii) sectoral approaches, providing clearer strategies for different education subsectors; 
and (iv) targeted partnership, enhancing collaboration to improve education outcomes. 
 

2. Enhance the effectiveness of sector diagnostic work and strategic planning for 
education at the country level 

 
119. Strategy 2030 and the Strategy’s mid-term review stressed the importance of being strategic and 
focusing on impact. This implies that ADB needs to further strengthen its country knowledge base, in 
particular its assessment of DMC labor market analysis and education investment needs. Improved 
diagnostics at the sector and country level would enable ADB to identify policy and institutional 
constraints including governance, regulatory barriers, and political economy challenges that often hinder 
progress at the project level. In some countries, ADB can leverage existing diagnostic and analytical work 
produced by the government or other development partners, allowing it to allocate resources accordingly 
and avoid duplication.  
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120. More effective sector diagnostics at the country level would enable ADB to become more
strategic and differentiated in its approach by identifying where it can: (i) better use its available TA and
lending instrument mix to support more integrated, sequenced, and multiple sector interventions; and
(ii) tailor solutions for specific challenges across country. In both cases, ADB support should be well
targeted so it can deliver influential outcomes, leverage its impact, support innovation and
transformation, and identify where demand for further support could be built. This would allow ADB to
expand the number of countries where it can be more systemic and integrated in its support to delivering
development outcomes. Furthermore, ADB could utilize the existing knowledge products to improve its
current education support, particularly regarding learning quality, employability, in areas such as
engaging with the private sector and digital technology where there have been limited operations.

3. Strengthen outcome framework; indicators; and monitoring and evaluation for
greater institutional learning

121. Stronger emphasis on quality review of design and monitoring frameworks upfront would help
ensure a greater focus on outcomes which are adequately underpinned by outputs and indicators. The
adoption of such an outcome-focused approach would align with Recommendation 2, where ADB will
strengthen its diagnostic works to identify key sector constraints and address them through
differentiated approaches. ADB should better capitalize on existing findings, lessons, and
recommendations provided by project completion reports and other sources to inform projects design.
Advances in technology have made gathering, extracting, and synthesizing such information more
efficient.

122. Enhanced sector diagnostics will help ADB in fine-tune and improve the overall quality of the
DMF in its education projects, leading to more ambitious but realistic outcome targets, and indicators.
Improving project DMF would also provide a useful starting point to support monitoring and evaluation,
achieve project outcomes, and learning. At the same time, project teams should ensure that strong
project monitoring systems are in place, and relevant data required to show achievements are collected.
Additionally, to strengthen project implementation and monitoring, ADB should enhance collaboration
with public and private partners, especially those focused on innovating and improving education
delivery, considering the diverse challenges within and among DMC.

4. Better align ADB’s human resources and skills with its strategic positioning in the
education sector

123. Given the direction of the new policy framework and guided by the sector diagnostics, ADB needs
to step up its efforts to provide knowledge support, engage in policy dialogue, and develop strategic
partnerships, to ensure strong project design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. Such efforts
will require sufficient staff and resources. ADB needs to invest in staff skills so that they align with ADB’s
strategic objectives in the education sector both at the corporate and country levels. Staff should be able
to provide the level and depth of expertise required to engage more robustly with the magnitude and
complexity of challenges in the sector and to design interventions that drive changes at the systems level.
Such skills might include expertise in core education interventions, such as curriculum development,
teacher training, and skills in emerging areas, such as climate-responsive education planning,
infrastructure, and education technology. Further, enhanced staff skills are needed to leverage ADB’s
wide range of lending instruments, including policy-based loans, results-based lending, and sector
development programs, in addition to investment lending. Internal collaboration and staff mobility (e.g.,
between the Sectors Department and other departments), as envisioned by the NOM, would create
greater opportunities to optimize ADB’s resources.
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