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How learning profiles can create feedback loops to 
improve learning in education systems



• Cross section data of a single age/grade is about outcomes, not about the process of 
learning

o When do kids fall behind? 

• Assessments often happen too late in the schooling cycle to show where children 
start falling behind

o You cannot ‘fix’ grade 10 by trying to fix grade 9

• Assessments often focus on in-school children and therefore are no cohort measures
o E.g. PISA-D
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Not all learning assessments are equally informative



PISA-D countries had low enrolment, low grade attainment and low learning: Only 
43% of 15-year-olds were in school and eligible
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https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-RISE-WP_2020/038


• Allow us to trace out the trajectory of learning 
across multiple ages/grades

• Understand when children start falling behind

• Typically cover the earlier schooling years and 
a full cohort of children – both in and out of 
school

• Data: ASER, Uwezo, DHS, FII surveys, MICS

• Analyze learning differences across groups
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What is a learning profile?

Source: Belafi et al., 2020 2

Describes how much children learn over time in a specific context

https://riseprogramme.org/sites/default/files/2020-11/RISE%20Insight_2020_21_Belafi_Hwa_Kaffenberger.pdf


• Learning profiles are too flat: Most students in developing countries are not learning enough 
each year to achieve SDG 4.3

• But learning varies dramatically across countries, within countries and within classrooms.4

• Learning differences emerge early in primary school and are difficult to correct later on.5

• Conventional responses to the learning crisis might often yield only small effects:

o Because many children learn little each year in school, spending more years in school will 
not improve learning by very much.6 

o Even if countries eliminated inequalities in learning associated with gender, location or 
SES, the vast majority of children would still not reach the SDG learning targets.7
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What have learning profiles taught us?
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Example: Ghana has flat learning profiles with small gender gaps compared to a 
large universal foundational skills gap

Source: RISE internal



• The good news: This data already exists for many countries (DHS, MICS-6 etc.) 8

• Learning profiles can help hone in on problems in the learning process

o When do children fall behind? Which children fall behind? Equity gaps vs. universal gaps?

• This can help align actors around a clear set of priorities for an education system

• We know from experience that actors in education systems need to set clear learning goals, in 
most cases this will entail foundational literacy and numeracy

o System shifts to align for learning (Kenya, Tanzania, India, Botswana, Puebla/Mexico, 
Sobral/Brazil) 9
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Learning profiles can help prioritize for learning
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