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have the most significant positive effects on enrolment and attendance for students in 
developing countries. Children in schools with better infrastructure, however, do not 
necessarily perform better on literacy and numeracy tests (Sumra & Mugo, 2012). Education 
interventions, in isolation of other access-related interventions such as health and nutrition 
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Literacy and numeracy proponents argue that in order to develop advanced learning 
skills, children must have a solid foundation in reading, writing, and mathematics. There has 
been extensive research on conducting effective literacy and numeracy interventions at the 
primary level developing countries. A Hewlett Foundation review (2014) stresses the 
importance of targeting interventions to the specific level of each child by assessing students at 
a base level, setting goals with clear instructions and timelines to complete these tasks, and 
including regular assessments to monitor the students' progress. Evidence from multiple 
studies support the claim that these forms of intervention are most effective when they are 
initiated in the early years of a child's schooling (Hewlett Foundation, 2014; Nag, Chiat, 
Torgerson, & Snowling, 2014). 
 Teachers play an instrumental role in improving learning outcomes, and it is important 
that they are aware of the impact their practice has on student learning (Timperley, Wilson, 
Barrar, & Fung, 2007). Some research argues that the relationship between teachers and 
students is most effective when both are willing to engage in an open discussion about the 
learning process in order to ensure that instructions are clear and goals are met (Higgins, 
Baumfield & Hall, 2007). Timperley et al (2007) emphasize the importance of giving teachers 
the authority to design their lesson plans in a way that fits their own teaching style and benefits 
the students. However, several studies suggest that a more tightly scripted approach to lesson 
planning is needed in developing country contexts where teachers’ professional preparation 
and knowledge may be weak. A study by the Hewlett Foundation (2014) identified lesson-
planning practices in sub-Saharan Africa classrooms that have proven to be most effective for 
promoting student learning, including providing clear guidance and a logical sequence of 
instruction. Creating routines that teachers can employ in different lessons is also a useful 
technique to simplify the task for teachers and create continuity for students. Some of the most 
exciting recent research on teaching practices in East Africa tries to understand the teaching 
routines and aspirations of local teachers, using this as a starting point for working with 
teachers to improve instruction (Dubek, Jukes, and Okello, 2012; Vavrus 2009). 
 Several pedagogical interventions have been found to be successful in promoting 
children's learning in developing countries. Westbrook, Durrani, Brown, Orr, Pryor, Boddy & 
Salvi (2013) identify six teaching practices that are most effective for promoting learning: (1) 
balance of whole-class, group and pair work, (2) learning materials beyond the textbook, (3) 
open and closed questioning, expanding responses, encouraging student questioning, (4) 
demonstration and explanation, drawing on sound pedagogical content knowledge, (5) using 
local languages and code switching and (6) varying lesson sequence. What is evident from 
findings that arise from research on teaching and learning in developing countries is that the 
characteristics of effective teaching are not much different from those identified as good 
teaching internationally. 
 Appropriate assessment practices and feedback are additional important factors in 
improving student learning. Classroom assessment can be a useful tool for identifying, 
monitoring, and supporting students who are at risk of falling behind their peers (UNESCO, 
2013). Assessments are most effective when they are closely aligned to curriculum goals 
(UNESCO, 2013) and used frequently to provide diagnostic feedback to students (Higgins, 
Baumfield & Hall, 2007).  When explicit instructions are given, assessments can be used to 
ensure that there is mutual understanding between teachers and students of the learning tasks 
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and goals (Higgins, Baumfield & Hall, 2007). Research on classroom assessment practices and 
the use of student assessment data by teachers in developing country contexts, including the 
East Africa region is not well developed.  
 Student learning can improve significantly if students are given the opportunity and 
skills to monitor their own learning and internalise feedback as self-regulation (UNESCO, 2013; 
Higgins, Baumfield & Hall, 2007). Teaching students meta-cognitive strategies can help them to 
monitor their own work and use problem-solving to self-correct and improve their 
understanding (Higgins, Baumfield & Hall, 2007). Simply relying on rote memorization tasks is 
less effective (Nag et al, 2014). Using scaffolding has been shown to be an effective way for 
students to understand the different processes involved in a given task and track their own 
progress (Higgins, Baumfield & Hall, 2007). For example, if students are guided by a teacher 
through a task in a step-by-step manner, they are then able to retrace their steps and identify 
wrong turns when attempting to solve problems independently.  Expectations for teachers to 
act as guides and partners in student learning may challenge traditional conceptions of teachers 
as holders and transmitters of knowledge in some contexts. 
 The language of instruction is an important issue particularly in the East African context.  
National governments establish education policies that mandate instruction in national 
languages as well as in a wide variety of local languages at different grade levels. Many children 
are raised in multilingual families and have an interest in learning English, as well, for 
employment opportunities in urban or international settings. The Hewlett Foundation (2014) 
states that deciding which languages to use for teaching and assessment should be based on 
the home environment of students, as well as the teachers' spoken and written proficiency in 
the instructional languages in primary schools  Research evidence on best practices in different 
contexts remains elusive. 

Curriculum is another focus of school reform activity.  There is a shift to replace content-
driven curricula with relevant and applicable knowledge (Westbrook et al, 2013). These 
approaches emphasize the teaching 
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lessons are most effective when they are at the appropriate level and relate closely to the 
topics of instruction. Low-cost teaching materials should be prioritized in order to ensure that 
all students have access to relevant materials (Hewlett Foundation, 2014; McEwan, 2013). The 
gap between the ideal and practice can be daunting.  In Tanzania, for example, only 3.5% of 
children had their own reading textbook according to a recent UNESCO report (UNESCO, 2013). 
 Class sizes and student-teacher ratios are an important area of research for East African 
schools, as many primary school teachers struggle to manage significantly increasing enrolment 
with limited resources. A recent meta-analysis on learning in developing countries identified 
that reducing class size and introducing improvements in school management and supervision 
do not typically show significant effects unless combined with teacher training and appropriate 
classroom instruction and resources (McEwan, 2013).  Class size can, however, have an impact 
on teacher retention, which is discussed in more detail in the rapid review on Teacher 
Development. 
 Child-centred curriculum, materials, and teaching techniques that cater to the individual 
needs and abilities of students and are effective at promoting learning (Westbrook et al, 2013; 
Hewlett Foundation, 2014). Incorporating students' backgrounds and experiences into the 
lessons is said to be a way for them to feel connected to the content, and to promote sustained 
attention and inclusion (Westbrook et al, 2013; Nag et al, 2014). Again, these findings reflect 
knowledge about effective teaching internationally, not exclusively to teaching in developing 
country classrooms. Instructional technology interventions such as laptops and tablets have 
been shown to improve engagement and learning in some studies, however more research is 
needed in order to determine how they may be used most effectively (McEwan, 2013).  
 

Knowledge Gaps 

There is a large body of knowledge on teaching and learning at the primary education 
level in developing countries and, as noted, much of what is known about effective teaching 
and learning echoes evidence from the international literature. Few studies found in this review 
focus specifically on teaching and learning in East Africa. This section provides a brief outline of 
general gaps in the international literature on teaching and learning, as well as specific 
references to East Africa when possible. 

Pedagogical Interventions 

More research is needed to understand the adaptation and impact of new pedagogical 
approaches on student learning in developing countries (Sumra & Mugo, 2012; Banerjee et al, 
2013).  While complex research designs are not possible or necessarily appropriate to all 
research on teaching and learning, understanding of teaching and learning effects would 
certainly be enhanced by judicious use of more experimentally-oriented research designs that 
allow investigators to distinguish between the effects of multiple overlapping interventions 
(McEwan, 2013). Research on teaching and learning is also constrained by the 
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documented and disseminated to the international research community (Nag et al, 2014). It is 
important for researchers and local program developers to consider how their work can be 
disseminated to teachers and schools beyond those involved in implementing promising 
teaching and learning practices (Westbrook et al, 2013). 
 Effective pedagogical interventions are often discussed in vague terms, without 
providing the details necessary for practitioners to replicate effective practices. One example is 
the use of group work, which requires instructions about the topics for students to discuss, how 
teachers can monitor group work, and the type of learning that is achieved through this 
method (Westbrook et al, 2013) for different learning objectives and classroom contexts. 
Further research is needed, for example, to understand how teachers can use group work to 
manage large class sizes effectively. A recent study of Ugandan classrooms has shown that the 
majority of teachers were unable to use group work effectively to include rural and overage 
students and promote learning (Altinyelkin, 2010, as cited in Nag et al, 2014). These same 
considerations apply to many teaching methods associated with active and complex learning 
goals in primary classroom contexts unlike those in which the methods were initially developed 
and used. 
 In an attempt to be more inclusive, some schools in developing countries have 
introduced policies that reserve a certain number of places for children from marginalized 
backgrounds, but there is little research on good practices for integrating these children both 
socially and academically (Banerjee et al, 2013). There is also a lack of research on specific ways 
that teachers can create inclusive learning environments for children with disabilities 
(Westbrook et al, 2013). More information is also needed on the effect of having overage 
children in primary schools, and how to teach and integrate overage children into primary 
schools and classrooms (Westbrook et al, 2013).  
 It is important that families understand the purpose and effectiveness of no-traditional 
teaching methods, as they may be more familiar with and resist changes to the traditional 'talk 
and chalk' approach to learning (Nag et al, 2014). A student's home environment can impact 
the effectiveness of different pedagogical approaches. More information is needed on how 
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the issue of how funds can be most effectively spent in resource-poor contexts in order to 
improve teaching and learning. An assessment conducted by Sumra & Mugo (2012) on learning 
outcomes in Tanzania, Uganda, and Kenya concluded that providing teacher incentives may be 
a way to improve learning outcomes insomuch as it can reduce the persistent problem of 
teacher absenteeism (see rapid review on Teacher Development for more information on 
professional development strategies to reduce absenteeism and classroom management). 
 
School Location and Improvement 
  

Past research has focused on regions that are most accessible, not regions most in need 
of information and support (Nag et al, 2014). Future investigation could seek to understand 
how teaching and learning can be best supported in rural areas where the majority of students 
are taught, rather than urban areas that may be more convenient for study (Westbrook et al, 
2013). An effective and affordable approach could identify schools in a given region that are 
performing well given their resources, and visit these schools to gain insight into what similar 
characteristics might explain their positive outcomes (Sumra & Mugo, 2012). 
 

Conclusion 

This review highlights current research on teaching and learning in East Africa and other 
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developing country contexts.  The list of key documents synthesized for this review of teaching 
and learning appear in the references at the end of this review. 
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