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1 Introduction 

An analysis of non-state actors in education was conducted across six country case studies 
to identify their role and impact in education service delivery. An initial stocktake of non-state 
basic education providers in developing countries was conducted using publically available 
information and documents provided by DFAT. The aim of the stocktake was to canvas a 
broad range of country contexts where non-state education actors are present, and to collect 
information on their activities including the types of non-state actors, their services, funding 
structure, and impact in terms of educational outcomes.  

Based on this stocktake, six countries were identified to develop in-depth case studies: 
Bangladesh, Indonesia, Myanmar, Pakistan, Laos and Kenya. These six countries were 
selected based on the availability of information in the literature and evidence of good 
practice. While efforts were made to have a broad geographic representation of countries, 
access to reliable and current data was limited. Therefore, most case studies are located in 
Asia, where non-state education providers appear to have a long history of engagement in 
the education sector and where there is a comprehensive network of non-state education 
actors. 

Using Steer and other’s typology of non-state actors, each case study examines the model 
of service provision which is defined by the varying degrees of interactions with the state. 
Some schools are fully state-run (e.g. government schools), while others are partially 
administered by the state (e.g. community schools). School financing also varies according 
to the type of arrangement with the state, ranging from state-funded schools which are 
operated by the private sector (e.g. Foundation Assisted schools in Pakistan), to those that 
receive partial support in the form of subsidised teacher salaries, infrastructure or land. 
Some private providers operate independently of the state and rely on other external 
sources of finance including tuition fees, foundations, communities and private investments. 
Each case study also examines the role of the government in non-state provision, including 
policy initiatives effecting non-state actors, the government’s administrative and 
management role and provision of educational inputs. Where possible, each case study 
reports the most current education indicators and how these compare between state and 
non-state providers. However, data on student enrolment and retention rates, and in 
particular, results on student learning assessments, are limited and vary across different 
countries.  

The six countries included in the case study vary in the size of their education system and 
the extent of private education provision. For example, the Indonesian education system is 
one of the largest in the world (serving almost 53 million students at the primary and 
secondary level), while the education system in Myanmar currently has 8.5 million children 
enrolled in basic education. The level of government expenditure in education also differs 
across the six case studies. Kenya has the highest allocation towards education (5.5 percent 
of GDP), compared to Pakistan and Bangladesh which have the lowest public expenditure 
on education (2 percent and 2.4 percent of GDP, respectively).  

The role and impact of non-state actors in education varies across each country context. 
Pakistan has one of the largest shares of private education with approximately 10 percent of 
all primary school enrolments, while Laos has one of the lowest at 2.9 percent. Each country 
has a different mix of private providers (including Foundations, NGOs, communities, private 
organisations and ethnic civil groups) with different funding structures. Some are completely 
independent of government and are funded privately, while others have varying degrees of 
interaction with the government such as direct financing or through other forms of education 
inputs (e.g. provision of teaching and learning materials). However, official data on non-state 
providers in each country is limited and vary widely from one source to another. This results 
in an incomplete picture of the private sector and makes it difficult to interpret their impact. 
Therefore, findings from this analysis are generalised across the six country case studies 
and, where possible, examples are highlighted to demonstrate conditions for effective 
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engagement with non-state actors. Recommendations for future policy interventions are also 
proposed. 

2 Key Findings 

Non-state actors have had an important role in expanding access to education. As a 
result, they have contributed to efforts in achieving universal enrolment and gender parity in 
basic education. The impact of non-state actors has been most significant in rural and 
underserved communities, where government services are lacking or inadequate. This 
includes urban slums in Kenya, conflict-affected areas in Myanmar, marginalised populations 
in Bangladesh and Pakistan, as well as areas where madrassas fill the gap in providing 
Islamic education. Private provision has also had a positive impact on education access for 
girls, particularly where distance to government schools has been a barrier. However, 
disparities in access still persist. Private schools which charge tuition are still out of reach for 
many low income families, and parents who can afford private school fees are more likely to 
send boys than girls due to the perceived higher economic returns to private education for 
boys. While many non-state providers have grown in rural and remote areas, some fee 
charging institutions have concentrated in areas of high population density or areas with 
better services where they are more likely to attract families that can afford private school 
fees (e.g. Kenya, Laos and Pakistan).  

In general, private schools are better quality and report better learning outcomes than 
public schools. Where there is data on education quality, non-state institutions reported 
better student attendance and retention rates and scored higher in student learning 
assessments than government schools. However, this can be context specific. It appears 
that the capacity of the private provider is the most significant factor, particularly in the area 
of school administration and management. For example, both Bridge in Kenya and BRAC in 
Bangladesh demonstrate that their success is related to a highly accountable mechanism for 
school-level monitoring. In addition, both models integrate strong support structures for 
teacher training and development as well as flexibility to adapt to the teaching/learning 
environment, which promotes innovation in teaching practice. In some cases, non-state 
education has been shown to be of a lower standard than public education. For example, the 
quality of education provided in private madrassas in Indonesia is lower than that in public 
madrassas. Similarly, students in Registered Non-government Primary Schools in 
Bangladesh report lower learning outcomes than their government school counterparts. In 
both examples, lack of resources and capacity of the provider were cited as possible 
reasons for poor standards. 

Non-state schools report better teaching standards. Data from four of the six country 
case studies show that non-government schools have a higher teacher retention rate and 
lower absenteeism rate compared to government schools (e.g. Bangladesh, Kenya, 
Pakistan, Myanmar). This is despite the fact that teachers in non-government schools 
receive a lower salary, are usually less qualified and have less experience than their state 
counterparts. However, teachers in some non-government schools report being more 
motivated and are more accountable due to their close links with the community (e.g. 
Myanmar, Pakistan, Bangladesh). Private schools also tend to operate a stricter 
performance incentive scheme compared to the public system, which is often hampered by 
political and non-merit appointments, flexible entry, permanent jobs and lack of school level 
monitoring. For example, Bridge in Kenya employs smart devices to track teacher 
attendance and performance. Non-state providers who are supportive of teacher 
development through rigorous pre-service and in-service teacher training programs also 
seem to demonstrate better teaching standards, which is reflected in better learning 
outcomes (eg. Bridge and BRAC). 
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A strong regulatory, policy and legal environment can help control the quality of 
education service delivery by non-state actors. In all six case studies, the government 
has recognised the importance of using various policy incentives to improve education 
standards in schools outside the government system. This includes changing the education 
law to allow private sector engagement (Myanmar, Laos), formal recognition of non-
government schools (Myanmar, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Kenya), subsidising teacher salaries 
and training (Bangladesh, Indonesia, Myanmar), providing free textbooks and learning 
materials, establishing school grants programs (Bangladesh, Pakistan, Indonesia) and 
student stipends for poor households (Bangladesh, Pakistan, Myanmar, Indonesia, Kenya). 
However, examples of weak governance and low capacity of the state to implement policies 
and monitor private services are a major constraint. Evidence also suggests that a 
fragmented regulatory environment, where responsibility for implementation is spread across 
different ministries, can be inefficient and leads to difficulties in coordination and quality 
management. The decentralisation of education planning and management has helped in 
some part by improving accountability and control of delivery standards at the local level, but 
inefficiencies still exist; for example, in the disbursement of teacher salaries (Bangladesh, 
Myanmar) and school grants (Bangladesh, Pakistan, Indonesia).  

Strong community engagement can help improve education standards. Evidence from 
across the six case studies shows that community involvement in the daily management of 
non-state schools, for example through parents’ participation on School Management 
Committees, can have a positive impact on quality. Parental involvement in the school also 
increases the perceived value of education and the demand for it, as shown in community 
schools in Balochistan province in Pakistan. Several case studies have shown that teachers 
who are hired locally are more likely to stay and are more accountable to parents for their 
children’s learning outcomes. Non-state providers who are closely connected to the 
community are more aware of the learning needs of children in the community and thus, 
adopt more flexibility in the curriculum to respond to these needs. For example, BRAC 
schools operate according to the seasonal calendar to free up students during busy harvest 
times to help at home, therefore, promoting higher school attendance and completion rates. 
In fragile states, community-based interventions have been important in the provision of 
education. For example, in the conflict-affected regions of Myanmar, community-based 
education providers have ensured that children continue to receive an education, often 
supplementing the salary of teachers and other school level inputs. Community schools in 
Balochistan, Pakistan, have shown that they can be sustainable through community 
contributions to the cost of schooling when the government has failed to provide financial 
support. 

3 Recommendations  

Facilitate greater engagement between state and non-state actors. Given the growth of 
private sector engagement in education service delivery, governments have the 
responsibility to establish and implement a sound regulatory environment which ensures 
these services are accessible and of a high standard, while at the same time giving the 
private sector enough flexibility to encourage competition and innovation. In particular, where 
government has limited capacity, private providers have the potential to trial innovative 
programs which can later be scaled up with government funding. For example, the 
Foundation Assisted Schools program in Pakistan has had positive impacts through the 
effective partnering between the state and private operators to deliver a low-cost, higher 
quality education to underserved communities in the Punjab province. Other examples of 
effective collaborations between the government and the private sector which have led to 
better outcomes for students include: the formal recognition and transition of non-
government students into the formal education system; integration of NGO priorities into 
government policy such as the inclusion of disability into national policy in Myanmar; and 
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knowledge sharing in innovative practice between BRAC and government schools in 
Bangladesh. 

Invest in government programs and not only the scaling up of non-government 
activities. This helps avoid creating parallel education systems that tend to further create 
disparities in education access and quality. There is a role for both government and the 
private sector in the provision of education services. However, where government lacks 
capacity and resources, donors can help provide on-budget support to improve the capacity 
of governments to coordinate and regulate non-government activities. This will help greater 
alignment of services between government and non-government actors and ensure better 
allocation of resources where they are needed most.  

Promote Public Private Partnerships where government capacity is limited. Public 
Private Partnerships (PPPs) vary in their effectiveness depending on the context and type of 
agreement between the private provider and the government. The Foundation Assisted 
Schools program and Community Schools program in Pakistan have been shown to be an 
effective model, where the government provides financial support through a semi-
autonomous body (Foundation) to manage and monitor the provision of private education. 
The Foundation establishes and implements a set of rigid criteria for program schools which 
must meet certain standards in order to participate and remain in the program. There are 
also incentive top-up bonuses for schools and teachers that perform well. Results show that 
Foundation schools outperform public schools in the same area. It is suggested that donors 
have a role to play in facilitating PPPs where government resources are limited, by providing 
on-budget support and technical assistance to help governments control the contracting out 
of education services, particularly where the government has a commitment but lacks 
capacity. Where donor financing is limited, the private sector has also turned to other types 
of external financing in order to expand their services, for example, Bridge has established 
partnerships with private funders and foundations.  

Promote shared and transparent data. Data on non-state actors in the education system 
across all six case studies is unreliable and incomplete, which limits government oversight of 
the education system. Quality data that is collected and shared publically can also be used 
to make better assessments about education spending and learning outcomes and inform 
future policy interventions. For example, the use of a report card system in Pakistan to track 
school performance has resulted in private schools reducing their fees and public schools 
increasing their standards. Data collection is not only the responsibility of the government 
but also of non-state providers and other stakeholders in the education system. While 
providers such as Bridge and BRAC have developed their own assessment tools to monitor 
student performance, other actors also have an important role to play. For example, the 
Myanmar Education Consortium of NGOs has been instrumental in collecting education data 
in ethnic areas where the government is viewed with distrust. Similarly, the advocacy group 
CAMPE has been collecting and sharing education statistics in Bangladesh to encourage 
greater transparency and coordination in the education sector. 

Explore the potential role of subsidies and grants programs to lift education 
standards. School grants and student stipend programs have been introduced in some 
countries with varying degrees of effectiveness. In some cases, vouchers provided by the 
government allowed for choice in the institution students could attend, which in turn, drives 
competition in education service delivery. However, this was not a focus of the case studies 
and therefore evidence was not collected on the effectiveness of these programs in 
improving education quality. There is potential to explore the impact of these programs in 
non-state education provision. 

 

 

 


