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ABSTRACT
This paper summarises the findings of a large-scale structured review of 73 studies to iden-
tify promising interventions to increase school enrolment and attendance, particularly in less 
developed countries where school attendance is not mandatory. Evidence from the stronger 
studies suggests that for children living in poverty, provision of easy access to schools, making 
schools free at point of delivery and incentivising attendance/enrolment with cash offers are 
the most promising interventions. Incentives with conditions attached are more effective than 
non-conditional incentives. Paying cash to parents is more effective for young children, while 
cash incentives are more effective for older children if given directly. Providing easy access to 
free schools seems most promising in improving school attendance and enrolment in low and 
middle-income countries.

Keywords: school attendance; school enrolment; developing countries; cash transfers; access 
to free schools

Introduction 

This paper collates and synthesises international evidence on promising interven-
tions to improve school attendance and enrolment for children from early years to 
age 14 and over. ‘Promising’ here means that the approach has been shown to have a 
beneficial impact and that this impact appeared in a body of evaluation work that is 
judged to be reasonably robust. The paper is based on the findings of a much larger 
study, which also looks at interventions to reduce segregation in schools by poverty 
and to improve school attainment. 

School attendance is considered a human right (Gaviria, 2022). Persistent poverty 
and adverse circumstances interact with children’s chances of access to education, 
attendance at school and thus, their attainment outcomes. Poverty may appear in 
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the form of poor health, shortage of nutrition and a lack of access to child-care, 
educational resources or the ability to travel to school. To a large extent, such factors 
are malleable, and it seems reasonable to invest financial resources to address them. 
School attendance is a particular issue in some low and middle-income countries 
where it is not mandatory or enforced by law. Therefore, interventions and initia-
tives to encourage school attendance and enrolment are high on the education policy 
agenda in these regions.

We consider here enrolment, absence and participation outcomes, as well as mea-
sures of attendance. We also include funding to create or expand schools, to elimi-
nate the costs of attending school, and direct cash transfers to stakeholders such as 
schools, teachers, families and pupils. We also include some studies on paying for 
food for children and spending on other incentives in kind.

Education systems in different countries have adopted different policies for the age 
at which children start school, but usually the starting age of formal schooling has 
been between five and seven years old (Sharp, 2002). The evidence is inconclusive on 
the most appropriate starting age for school and whether or not an early start leads 
to better academic attainment outcomes in later stages of education (Burger, 2010). 
However, it does suggest some beneficial impacts for disadvantaged children if they 
start school earlier in life (Heckman, 2006). 

Introducing school into children’s lives is intended to stimulate and accelerate 
the cognitive learning process in the early years of life (Black et al., 2017; Noble 
et al., 2015). Schools also act as a buffer zone against adversity and as a safe place 
when vulnerable children face challenges at home, such as poverty, neglect and fam-
ily chaos which impact negatively on their development and educational outcomes 
(Taggart, 2010). Universal school provision is linked to increased fairness, justice 
and opportunities for all, but especially for children facing poverty at household level 
(Raudenbush & Eschmann, 2015). Children who do not attend school are noted to 
be at a higher risk of abuse, poor health, violence and early participation in the labour 
force (UNICEF, 2018).

There may be further associated benefits of children’s school attendance, such 
as assisting parental, especially women’s, participation in the workforce (Dahl & 
Lochner, 2012; Morrissey, 2017; Tsai et al., 2009), reducing early child labour force 
participation (Berlinski & Galiani, 2007), and delaying early child marriage and teen-
age pregnancy (Birchall, 2018). Schools may also be useful in overcoming social 
and economic inequalities following periods of war, natural disasters and economic 
adversity (Hermanussen et al., 2018).

However, this does not imply that schools are the only places where learning 
takes place. In countries where attendance at school is not enforced by state 
laws, many children do not attend school and still learn to survive and adapt to 
their context (Amury & Komba, 2010; Gorard et al., 2022). It is also possible to 
attend school and leave after completing compulsory education without achiev-
ing minimum learning levels, even in OECD countries where school systems are 
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well-established and sufficiently resourced (Thomson, 2019). Indeed, schools 
may even damage some attendees, but the worldwide assumption is that encour-
aging attendance is the way forward, at least to ensure that all children have a 
level playing field in access to formal education and thus potentially improving 
their life chances. 

Given that the advantages of attending school outweigh the disadvantages for 
the most deprived children, it is thus important to know how school attendance 
and enrolment can be best facilitated for these children, especially those in low and 
middle-income countries where school attendance is often not mandatory or mon-
itored. Our study, therefore, assembles and evaluates evidence from international 
research to identify the most effective ways to improve attendance and enrolment 
in school. 

Methods used in our structured review of evidence 

Search strategy
The major search terms used include categories for developing nations, evaluation, 
enrolment outcomes and youth. They are presented here in logical groups represent-
ing geography, research designs suitable for a causal research question, the outcomes 
used, and the age range for children of formal education age. 

Developing/low or middle-income nations
List of developing countries:
Afghanistan* OR Albania* OR Samoa* OR Angola* OR Argentina* OR 
Armenia* OR Azerbaijan* OR Bangladesh* OR Pakistan* OR Bengal* OR 
Belarus* OR Byelorussia* OR Belize* OR Hondur* OR Benin* OR Dahomey* 
OR Bhutan* OR Bolivia* OR Bosnia* OR Herzegovina* OR Botswana* OR 
Bechuanaland*  OR Brazil* OR Bulgaria* OR Burkin* OR Volta OR Volta* OR 
Burundi* OR  Cambodia* OR Khmer* OR Kampuchea* OR Cameroon* OR 
Verde* OR Africa* OR “Ubangi-Shari” OR Chad* OR Chile* OR China* OR 
Colombia* OR Comoros* OR Congo* OR Zaire* OR Rica* OR “Cote d’Ivo-
ire” OR “Ivory Coast” OR Cuba* OR  Djibouti*  OR Somali* OR “Afars Issas” 
OR Domini* OR “Santo Domingo” OR Ecuador* OR Egypt* OR Salvador* OR 
Eritrea* OR Ethiopia* OR Abyssinia*  OR Fiji* OR Gabon* OR Gambia* OR 
Georgia* OR Ghana* OR “Gold Coast” OR Grenada* OR Guinea* OR Guyana* 
OR Guiana* OR Haiti* OR India* OR Indonesia* OR “East Indies” OR Iran* 
OR Persia* OR Iraq* OR Jamaica* OR Jordan* OR Kazakhstan* OR Kenya* OR 
Kiribati* OR “Gilbert Islands” OR  Korea* OR Kosovo* OR Kyrgyz* OR Lao* 
OR Latvia* OR Leban* OR Lesotho* OR Basutoland* OR Liberia* OR Libya* 
OR Lithuania* OR Macedonia* OR Madagascar* OR Malaw* OR Nyasaland* 
OR Malaysia* OR Malaya* OR Maldives* OR Mali* OR Sudan* OR “Marshall 
Islands” OR Mauritania* OR Mauritius* OR Mayotte* OR Mexic* OR Micronesia* 
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OR Moldova* OR Moldavia* OR Mongolia* OR Montenegro* OR Yugoslavia* 
OR Morocc* OR Mozambique* OR Myanmar* OR Burm* OR Namibia* OR 
Nepal* OR Nicaragua* OR Niger* OR Nigeria* OR Palau* OR Pakistan OR Gaza 
OR Palestine OR Panama*OR Paraguay* OR Peru* OR Philippin* OR Fillipino* 
OR Poland* OR Polish* OR Romania* OR Russia* OR Rwanda* OR “Sao Tome 
Principe” OR Senegal* OR Serbia* OR Seychelles* OR “Sierra Leone” OR 
“Solomon Islands” OR Lanka* OR Ceylon* OR “St. Kitts” OR Nevis* OR Lucia* 
OR “St. Vincent” OR Grenadines* OR Suriname* OR Swaziland* OR Arab* 
OR Syria* OR Tajikistan* OR Soviet* OR Tanzania* OR Thai* OR Siam* OR 
Timor* OR Togo* OR Tonga* OR Tunisia* OR Turk* OR Uganda* OR Ukraine* 
OR Uruguay* OR Uzbekistan* OR Vanuatu* OR Hebrides OR Venezuela* OR 
Vietnam* “West Bank” OR Gaza* OR Yemen* OR Zambia* OR Zimbabwe* OR 
Bogota* OR Asia* OR “Latin America” OR “developing nation” OR “developing 
region” OR “developing countr*” OR “third world nation” OR “third world coun-
try” OR “third world region” OR “low income nation” OR “low income country” 
OR “low income region” OR “impoverished country” OR “impoverished region” 
OR “impoverished region” OR LMIC

AND

Evaluation
evaluat* OR random* OR controlled OR “control group” OR comparison* OR 
propensity OR discontinuity OR match* OR lotter* OR “study design” OR 
rigo rous OR trial OR experiment* OR intervention* OR “randomi* control 
trial” OR “RCT” or “regression discontinuity” or “causal evidence” OR “quasi- 
experimen” OR “difference-in-difference” or “instrumental variable*” or strategy* 
OR “approaches” 

AND

Intervention
impact* OR effect* OR effectiveness 

AND

Enrolment outcomes
schooling OR enrol* OR attend* OR absent* OR absence* OR dropout* OR “drop-
out” OR “drop-outs” OR “grade repetition” OR “repeat grade” OR “complete 
grade” OR “test score” OR “grade completion” OR “standardi* test” OR matricul* 
OR retention OR “staying on”

AND
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Children 
youth* OR child* OR student* OR adolescent* OR teen* OR boy* OR girl* OR 
pupil* OR youngster* OR juveniles OR minors OR kids OR “primary” OR elemen-
tary OR “middle school” OR “junio* school” OR “mobile child*” OR migrant*

A pilot review was first conducted to test out the sensitivity of the search terms and to 
ensure that the search terms picked up relevant pieces of literature, including studies 
already known to us. For different databases we had to modify the syntax. Some had 
limits on the number of search terms used in one go and others had more limited 
Boolean functions. But we used the same key words, as far as possible, and made 
adjustments according to the idiosyncracies of each of the databases.

Databases
These search terms were applied to the main educational, psychological and socio-
logical electronic databases, including:

• JSTOR
• Social Sciences and Education Full Text
• Web of Science
• Science Direct
• Proquest Dissertations and Theses 
• EBSCOhost (which includes ERIC, PsychINFO, British Education Index, 

PsycARTICLES and International Bibliography of the Social Sciences)
• Australian Education Index
• Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials (CENTRAL)
• Campbell Library
• Global Health
• Medline
• Sociological Abstracts

EBSCOhost carries a number of sociological, psychological and educational data-
bases (e.g. ERIC, British Education Index, Applied Social Science Index Abstract 
and PsychINFO). The platform allows one to use the same search strings for all these 
databases in one search without having to adjust the search string for each database. 
While this may be more efficient and saves time, there is a limitation to doing a joint 
search. One is that the different databases have different metadata schemas with 
different searchable metadata fields. A joint search means that one cannot control 
the search vocabulary unique to each database. This is problematic if it means that 
key pieces of work are missed as a result. As we have also searched widely in other 
databases, such as Web of Science, JSTOR, Australian Education Index, ProQuest 
and Sociological Abstracts, etc, the likelihood that we may have missed some stud-
ies is minimised. In any case, the key thing is whether including these pieces would 
have altered the overall results. As the search was wide and also included work from 
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several other sources, it is not likely that any pieces that we may have missed would 
have changed the findings.

Studies that were known to us from our previous work and from references in prior 
systematic reviews uncovered in our searches were also followed up. We approached 
authors known for their research with the World Bank on improving education out-
comes in developing countries. The results are therefore a combination of searches 
based on the databases and a number of other sources. Nearly 25% of pieces in the 
review were found or known about via routes other than the database search. This 
makes the search not directly replicable. 

All searches were limited to studies published in the English language. We inten-
tionally did not set any date limits to keep the search open. To avoid publication bias, 
the search included any material whether published or unpublished.

Screening
Once studies were located, they were screened for duplicates and relevance on the 
basis of their title and abstract, if they related to the study. Inclusion and exclusion 
criteria are in the table below.

Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Inclusion Exclusion

Topic Studies that address the issue of 

school attendance, enrolment, and 

retention (staying on in school)

Not about

school attendance, enrolment, or 

retention (staying on in school)

Research design Empirical research with a 

comparative or experimental design 

Not primary research and opinion 

pieces, guidance briefs, promotional 

reports, or anecdotal accounts from 

schools or policy-makers about 

successful strategies

Target group Children in school Not parents/families or teacher 

outcomes

Interventions/programmes School attendance, or school 

enrolment programme

Not about any interventions/

programmes that address 

school attendance, enrolment or 

attainment, or about health and 

behavioural outcomes

Outcomes Measurable outcomes (e.g. school 

attendance or school enrolment)

No measurable outcomes

To enhance consistency, all members of the team independently reviewed 10 ran-
domly selected reports at the outset to decide if they agreed on their inclusion or 
exclusion. Where it was doubtful if the studies should be included or not, they were 
discussed among team members, and a consensus was reached (one study out of ten). 
It was agreed that inclusion where there was doubt should be the default decision. 
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Studies that were deemed relevant to the research questions and that met our inclu-
sion/exclusion criteria were retained for data extraction. 

Data extraction and quality assessment
The full texts of included studies were read, and the key information, including 
details on research design, sample size, group allocation, outcome measures, missing 
data, analyses and the results, was summarised. The four research team members co- 
operated. Such information assists with judgements about the credibility of the find-
ings. To help ensure that the evidence is robust, each piece of research was appraised 
in terms of the trustworthiness of its findings, based on the research design, the size 
of the sample, whether there was any bias or threats to the validity of the study using 
the appraisal tool (Table 2) known as the ‘sieve’ (Gorard, 2021, p. 94). 

Table 2. Quality assessment ‘sieve’ for causal studies

Design Scale Dropout Outcomes Other threats Rating
Fair design for 

comparison (e.g. 

RCT)

Large number 

of cases per 

comparison group

Minimal attrition 

with no evidence 

that it affects the 

outcomes

Standardised 

pre-specified 

independent 

outcome

No evidence of 

diffusion or other 

threat

4 🔒

Balanced 

comparison 

(e.g. regression 

discontinuity, 

difference-in 

difference)

Medium number 

of cases per 

comparison group

Some initial 

imbalance or 

attrition

Pre-specified 

outcome, not 

standardised or 

not independent

Indication of 

diffusion or other 

threat, unintended 

variation in delivery

3 🔒

Matched 

comparison (e.g. 

propensity score 

matching)

Small number 

of cases per 

comparison group

Initial imbalance 

or moderate 

attrition

Not pre-

specified, but 

valid outcome

Evidence of 

experimenter 

effect, diffusion or 

variation in delivery

2 🔒

Comparison 

with poor or 

no equivalence 

(e.g. comparing 

volunteers with 

non-volunteers)

Very small 

number of cases 

per comparison 

group

Substantial 

imbalance or high 

attrition

Outcomes 

with issues of 

validity and 

appropriateness

Strong indication 

of diffusion or 

poorly specified 

approach

1 🔒

No report of 

comparator

A trivial scale 

of study (or N 

unclear)

Attrition not 

reported or 

too high for 

comparison

Too many 

outcomes, weak 

measures or poor 

reliability

No consideration 

of threats to 

validity

0

Note: Each study was assigned a padlock rating between 0 and 4 (the most secure in terms of trustworthiness).

This step, often missing in previous reviews, is essential in ensuring that the findings 
and conclusions made in the review are based on the credible evidence. The ‘sieve’ 
is read from the top-left corner, starting with the design and moving right along the 
columns. For example, a large-scale randomised trial for a causal question may start 
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with a 4, and if there is noticeable attrition (perhaps resulting in observed and unob-
served imbalance between the groups), then it may drop to a rating of 3 or even 2. It 
may then drop further if the test instruments are weak (i.e. they are designed by the 
programme developer, related to the intervention or based on participants’ self-re-
port). Ratings can only go down and not up. The ratings take no account of whether 
the intervention was deemed successful or not, or whether the report author claimed 
the intervention was effective. Where key information such as the amount of attrition 
was not reported, the piece was downgraded accordingly.

Each study was then assigned a padlock rating between 0 and 4 🔒 (the most secure 
in terms of trustworthiness). 

Synthesis of included studies
We reported the size of the effects for some studies where these were available, 
but we did not aggregate or summarise the effect sizes. The latter may give a mis-
leading impression about the efficacy of any programme, since studies with weak 
designs, such as single group pre-/post-studies and studies with very small samples or 
non-randomised samples, tend to report very large effect sizes (Slavin, 2020; Slavin 
& Smith, 2009). This issue is over and above the standard concerns about the incom-
mensurability of results from studies conducted with different sampling strategies, 
test outcomes, dropout, age ranges and contexts. 

Instead, we classified studies in terms of themes, the direction of the effect (posi-
tive, unclear, or no change/negative) and the strength of the evidence (i.e. how secure 
the finding is). The most positive studies with the highest padlock rating will be the 
most promising. A number of studies reported multiple outcomes. This paper con-
siders only the results for attendance and enrolment. A separate paper considers the 
results for attainment only (Gorard et al., 2023).

We will almost certainly have missed some studies and have misclassified others. 
However, the patterns we found were clear enough to be able to claim that they 
would not be substantially disturbed by the addition of a few further studies. Our 
concern is with what the overall body of evidence shows. 

Results

The search identified a total of 746 potential studies (Figure 1). 
A number were the same studies but reported in different outlets as working papers 

or reports. We retained the best version of each. Those concerning only health and 
behavioural outcomes, or outcomes pertaining to adults (parents and families) were 
excluded. Almost all pieces retained were about the use of financial resources, includ-
ing providing new schools and making schools free. The use of cash directly was the 
most common form of financial policy. So, we also summarised how cash transfers 
are most effectively administered (conditional or unconditional) and other ways in 
which money might be used most effectively.
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Studies that were very weak in terms of evidence were rated 0 🔒 (n = 48), and are 
not discussed in this paper as they do not add to the evidence. This left a total of 73 
studies. Of these, 18 were rated 1 🔒 and, for reasons of space, these studies are not 
discussed further. Including them would not change the substantive findings from 
the other 55. The remaining 55 studies are summarised in Table 3. 

Table 3. Studies to improve school attendance/enrolment via finance or related means – summary 
of evidence and impact

Strength of evidence Positive Unclear/mixed Negative/neutral

4 🔒 2 1 –

3 🔒 16 2 1

2 🔒 20 8 5

Most of the stronger studies on the use of finance report positive effects, which sug-
gests that the use of financial resources is most promising in improving school atten-
dance and enrolment for poor children. This is unusual, as often weaker studies are 

Records identi�ed through
database search (n = 571)

Id
en

ti
�c

at
io

n
S

cr
ee

ni
ng

In
cl

ud
ed

S
yn

th
es

is
ed

Records retained after removing
duplicates, and applying the inclusion

and exclusion criteria
(n = 121)

Studies that did not meet
evidence criteria were

removed (n = 48)

Studies rated 1* excluded from
synthesis (n = 18)

Records retained analysis
(n = 73)

Studies included in the
narrative synthesis (n = 55)

Additional records from
backward citations and personal

contacts (n = 175)

Figure 1. Prisma flowchart showing records of studies at each stage of the review
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more likely to show positive results and stronger studies tend to be more balanced in 
outcomes. Below we summarise some of these approaches.

Table 4 summarises the studies on the first two themes, of either adding new 
school places or making schooling free or both. The results are clearly positive overall, 
including for all of the higher quality studies. 

Table 4. Studies to improve school attendance/enrolment through expanding schools or making 
schools free – summary of evidence and impact

Strength of evidence Positive Unclear/mixed Negative/neutral

4 🔒 1 – –

3 🔒 4 – –

2 🔒 6 2 –

Providing new schools
One initiative that has shown promise is funding and creating new schools. The stron-
gest studies are rated 3 🔒. These are summarised below.

3 🔒 studies
One such programme is the Sindh Education Sector Reform Programme in Pakistan, 
designed to improve the enrolment and learning of primary school pupils by pro-
viding new private schools (World Bank, 2018). In Pakistan, there is no universal 
access to government schools in remote areas. In a public-private programme, the 
government encouraged entrepreneurs to establish and operate free, co-educational 
primary schools in villages in remote areas by giving them a cash subsidy per pupil. 
The Sindh Education Foundation, together with a World Bank team, also provided 
free textbooks, teacher training and regular visits from foundation staff to advise on 
how to improve teaching and learning. Schools had to meet minimum facility stan-
dards, exempt all pupils from paying tuition fees and hire teachers with at least eight 
years of schooling themselves. Villages with poor school access were randomised to 
a subsidy of 350 rupees per pupil regardless of gender (82 villages), the same but 
with an additional 100 rupees for each female pupil (79 villages), or no subsidy (38). 
Enrolment in the treatment groups increased for boys and girls aged 6 to 17. Children 
in treatment schools continued in school longer and did better on attainment tests, 
especially those who enrolled due to the programme. The additional subsidy for girls 
had no impact on enrolment or test scores. This study was unclearly reported, and it 
is unclear whether the testing was independent of the developer.

In Afghanistan, 13 villages were randomly assigned to receive community-based 
schooling a year before it was provided for the entire sample of 31 villages (Burde 
& Linden, 2009). Outcomes were attendance and scores in maths and the local 
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language. The presence of a community-based school increased enrolment by  
42 percentage points and test scores by half a standard deviation, and the results were 
better for girls. Enrolment rates and test scores were lower by 15 percentage points 
for every mile a child had to walk to school, again especially for girls.

Levy et al. (2009) examined the BRIGHT Programme in Burkina Faso, which 
built 132 primary schools and improved school canteens, take-home rations, school 
kits and textbooks with the aim of increasing girls’ enrolment rates. A regression 
discontinuity analysis was based on 293 villages that applied for BRIGHT, including 
132 that were successful. A total of 21,730 children took tests in maths and French. 
The programme increased enrolment of girls by 20 percentage points. 

2 🔒 studies
Barrera-Osorio et al. (2017) evaluated the impact of private schools created as 
public–private partnerships in rural Pakistan to increase schooling in marginalised 
areas, reduce the gender gap in enrolment and encourage learning. A subsidy per 
pupil was paid to establish new private tuition-free primary schools. One hundred 
schools were assigned a flat subsidy per pupil. A further 100 schools were assigned 
a higher subsidy for girls. Both groups also had free school leadership and teacher 
training, textbooks, other teaching and learning materials, stationery and book 
bags. Around 50 schools formed a control group. The attrition level is not clear. 
The programme increased enrolment by 29% according to a verified head count. 
The effect was similar across the two treatment groups and there was no obvious 
gender difference. 

Kim et al. (1999) evaluated a programme of new schools designed to stimulate 
girls’ schooling through the creation of private girls’ schools in poor urban neigh-
bourhoods in Pakistan. Enrolment in these randomly selected neighbourhoods was 
compared to otherwise similar neighbourhoods that were randomly assigned to a 
control group. The programme increased girls’ enrolment by around 33 percentage 
points. Boys’ enrolment rose as well, partly because boys were allowed to attend the 
new schools and partly because parents would not send their daughters to school 
without also educating their sons.

In Uruguay, the government built 414 classrooms in 1995 and 370 classrooms 
between 1999 and 2002, and recruited more preschool teachers (Berlinski et al., 
2008). The Encuesta Continua de Hogares collected retrospective information from 
18,000 households each year on the number of preschool years attended during 
the years 2001–2005. The sample was restricted to children aged between 7 and 
15 living in two-parent families. By the age of eight, children who attended pre-
school had accumulated 0.17 more years of subsequent school education in com-
parison to children who did not attend preschool, while by the age of 15 they had 
accumulated 1.03 extra years of education. Larger gains were found for disadvan-
taged children. 
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In summary, there is evidence from a number of settings that providing more 
schools or preschools in poor areas will increase enrolment and attendance.

Making existing schools free
In many countries existing school places are not free at the point of delivery and in 
even more countries, preschools are not free. Some countries have tried abolishing 
such fees, at least in part, or offered fee waivers to some families. This theme of 
reducing or eliminating the cost of attending school includes the first 4 🔒 study.

4 🔒 studies
Duflo et al. (2021) estimated the effects of free secondary education in Ghana using 
randomised assignment of secondary school scholarships to 682 young people, from 
a cohort of 2,064 youths who had secured places at high school but could not afford 
the fees. The students were followed up for 12 years until the age of 29, with relatively 
low attrition (6%). Scholarship recipients were 60% more likely than non-recipients 
to obtain secondary education and more likely to enrol in tertiary education, espe-
cially women, who were also less likely to become pregnant. 

3 🔒studies
An evaluation of public-private partnerships in Uganda, which allowed all students 
with an overall grade of 28 or higher on the primary leaving examination to attend 
participating private secondary and vocational schools for free (Barrera-Osorio et al., 
2016). One hundred schools were randomised, either to implement the programme 
in 2011 or to a waiting-list control. Enrolment in participating schools increased 
considerably (by 58% in Grade 2). Total enrolment increased by approximately 25% 
between 2007 and 2012. 

2 🔒 studies
Wong et al. (2013) focused on the impact on attendance of offering free preschools 
and cash transfers in a poor rural area of China. A group of 141 four-year-old 
children were randomised to receive the help or not. The payment voucher to the 
parent(s) was conditional on at least 80% verified attendance by the child. Study 
attrition was 7%. Attendance was higher in the treatment group (74%) compared 
to the control group (55%). School readiness was higher in the control group 
(reported effect size –0.07), perhaps because of poor quality preschool education 
in rural China. 

Between 2001 and 2006, three reforms were implemented in China to counter 
the high dropout rate due to the costs of education. Chyi and Zhou (2014) used 
the variation in timing of the reforms in different counties to estimate their effects. 
They used a difference-in-difference approach to estimate the effects of tuition con-
trol (regulation of fees), a tuition fee waiver (no fees) and two waivers/one subsidy 
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(waiver, free books and a family stipend) on the school enrolment of poor chil-
dren aged 6–16 in rural areas. The survey had high levels of attrition, and included 
children in some waves and not others (the number of cases varied between 162 
and 1,071). Only the fee waiver with a stipend for living expenses was effective in 
improving the enrolment of girls from poor rural families, but not for boys. Results 
are thus mixed.

In South Africa, school fees were abolished in phases – first for schools located in 
high poverty neighbourhoods – thus permitting a kind of natural experiment (Garlick, 
2013). The impact of the policy was estimated using both difference-in-difference and 
regression discontinuity methods. Fee elimination had only a very small effect on enrol-
ment, probably due to low returns on education for marginal students and high labour 
market opportunity costs. School dropout rates fell marginally from 2.8% to 2.1%.

Borkum (2012) also reported a national fee-elimination initiative in South Africa, 
which raised enrolment by about 2 percentage points in treated secondary schools 
but had little effect in primary schools. Schools may have exaggerated the number of 
enrolled students to increase their payments. 

A scheme in Gambia, which removed all public school fees for girls in Grades 7 to 
9 and provided costs for books, uniforms, bags and supplementary mentoring, saw 
female enrolments in schools increase by about 14% (Giordono & Pugatch, 2017). 
Students were selected based on their needs (disadvantaged families, orphans, spe-
cial needs, HIV/AIDS). 

In summary, fee waivers work in increasing attendance, especially for poorer fam-
ilies and for girls, but only if they are complete waivers. Simply reducing fees is not 
effective. There are also other costs of going to school that need to be considered, such 
as books and uniforms, and opportunity costs for not doing paid work. However, fee 
waivers are not so clearly effective for increasing enrolment.

Conditional cash transfers
Table 5 summarises studies on the theme of conditional cash transfers.

Table 5. Studies to improve school attendance/enrolment via cash transfers – summary of evidence 
and impact

Strength of evidence Positive Unclear/mixed Negative/neutral

4 🔒 1 1 –

3 🔒 7 2 –

2 🔒 10 5 2

There is a large body of work on cash transfers from developing countries around the 
world (De Janvry et al., 2006). Some of the strongest overall evidence on financial 
incentives comes from the Programa de Educación, Salud y Alimentación (PROGRESA) 
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conditional cash transfer scheme in Mexico. This was a large-scale anti-poverty pro-
gramme that began in 1997 and provided aid to about 10 million poor families. One 
component provided transfer payments to families (on average, USD 55 per month), 
contingent on children’s regular attendance at school and varying according to the 
child’s grade level and gender. The amount was intended to offset the opportunity 
costs of sending children to school. PROGRESA was replaced by the Oportunidades 
programme. 

4 🔒 studies
Buddelmeyer and Skoufias (2004) used a regression discontinuity design to look at 
the impact of PROGRESA in 506 localities (320 assigned to the treatment group and 
186 to the control group). Eligible households were those below the poverty line. The 
fact that the scheme was introduced in phases due to monetary constraints has ren-
dered the study similar to an experiment. The programme increased boys’ attendance 
by 5% and girls’ attendance by 7%.

In another study, Edmonds and Shrestha (2014) examined the impact of two types 
of scholarship programmes in Nepal on the school attendance of 660 children aged 
10 to 16 identified as vulnerable. The children were randomly allocated to one of the 
treatments or a control. One treatment was a scholarship for school-related expenses, 
and the second provided the same scholarship and an in-kind stipend conditional on 
school attendance. The aim was to promote schooling and deter child labour in the 
local carpet-weaving industry. There was little difference in attendance between the 
control and the scholarship groups. The conditional stipend was more effective. It 
was most effective for girls, increasing attendance and reducing child labour by 64%. 
There was no lasting impact on future school enrolment after the support ended. 

3 🔒 studies
Parker et al. (2006) evaluated the Oportunidades programme in Mexico, which offered 
cash to poor families on the condition that they send their children to school (85% 
attendance). Oportunidades is based on the previous PROGRESA programme. The 
2002–2004 Urban Evaluation Survey was used to create three groups of children 
from Grades 9 to 12; these were eligible households that lived in intervention areas, 
households that missed the cut-off point for eligibility and lived in intervention areas, 
and households that satisfied the eligibility criteria but did not live in intervention 
areas. Data were collected at baseline and one and two years later. A child who parti-
cipated in the programme from age 6–17 would, on average, complete half an addi-
tional year of schooling compared to one who was not in the programme. 

Another study in Punjab, Pakistan (Chaudhury & Parajuli, 2007) offered girls in 
15 of the lowest literacy districts a grant on condition that they enrolled in a public 
school (Grade 6 to 8) and attended 80% of classes. Difference-in-difference used 
three control groups – girls’ schools in districts not receiving the programme, boys’ 
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schools in districts receiving the programme, and districts not receiving the pro-
gramme. The programme saw a 9% increase in female enrolment, highest in Grade 6.

A cash transfer programme in Jamaica offered health and education grants to 
around 180,000 eligible poor children aged 6 to 17, conditional on 85% school atten-
dance. According to a regression discontinuity analysis, the treatment group had 
0.5 days per month higher school attendance (Levy & Ohls, 2010). The response rate 
was similar for both groups, with 91% at baseline and 82% at follow-up. 

The Family Allowances Programme in Honduras involved a conditional cash trans-
fer for children in Grades 1–4 in 40 poor municipalities, who were short for their age. 
Municipalities were randomised to four groups – control, cash transfer for health and 
education, cash transfer and direct investments in health and education, or just direct 
investments (Galiani & McEwan, 2013). The cash transfer was given to the children’s 
families and schools also received payments proportionate to the number of relevant 
pupils. The cash transfer groups increased enrolment by 8 percentage points.

Ferreira et al. (2009) used a regression discontinuity design to look at the impact 
on middle school enrolment of the CESSP Scholarship Program, a cash transfer 
programme in Cambodia. Based on 100 schools, 3,800 scholarships were offered 
and disbursed three times per year without further conditions. Recipients were about 
20 percentage points more likely to be enrolled in school and 10 percentage points 
less likely to be in paid work, without any negative impact on the enrolment of their 
siblings. The effects were clear for both boys and girls.

In Ecuador, mothers in poor families were individually randomised to receive a 
cash transfer equivalent to 7% of monthly expenditures, or not (Edmonds & Schady, 
2012). The initial sample included 2,153 children aged 10 and above. Attrition was 
6%. The cash transfer had a positive impact on reducing child labour and the impact 
was largest among the poorest children, but there was no effect on those who were 
in paid employment at baseline (likely to be older children). School enrolment also 
improved, despite the payments being unconditional. 

In the Philippines, Chaudhury et al. (2013) looked at a conditional cash transfer 
based on 85% attendance of children up to age 14. This was a waiting-list design, 
with eligible households in treatment localities (1,418 children) compared to eligible 
households in control localities. The programme increased the enrolment of young 
children (3–11), but not of older children. There was no effect on the overall number 
of years of schooling. The programme did not have a sustained effect. After the grant 
ended, when the children were aged 15, the dropout rate among children who had 
participated in the programme was higher than those in the control areas.

A conditional cash transfer programme in Pakistan showed positive and stable 
effects on girls’ secondary school enrolment – an increase of 30 to 50 girls per school 
(Chhabra et al., 2019). The scheme offered cash benefits to households on condition 
that girls in Grades 6 to 10 attended government schools regularly. The study used a 
regression discontinuity design to evaluate the impact of the programme, with 16 low 
adult-literacy districts in the treatment and 20 in the control. 
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De Brauw and Gilligan (2011) assessed the Comunidades Solidarias Rurales in El 
Salvador, a poverty alleviation programme targeting households with children aged 
6 to 15 who had not completed primary education. The cash transfer depended on 
80% attendance at school. Children of all ages were more likely to enrol in schools. 

2 🔒 studies
Another evaluation of PROGRESA showed a positive impact on enrolment for older 
children but not for those under 11 in the first two years (Behrman et al., 2005). The 
rate of transition to secondary school was higher for the treatment group, especially 
for girls, while the dropout rate was lower.

The second phase of PROGRESA was implemented as a trial in which 506 rural 
villages were randomly assigned to either participate in the programme (2,162 house-
holds) or serve as controls (1,531). Attrition was over 10% (Todd & Wolpin, 2003). 
The treatment had no substantial effect on school attendance for 6-11-year olds in 
the short run, when attendance is high anyway. However, it did affect school atten-
dance for older children of 12–15 years of age.

The CESSP Scholarship Program in Cambodia gave cash transfers to families of 
poor children for the three years of lower secondary school, conditional on school 
enrolment, regular attendance and satisfactory grade progress (Filmer & Schady, 
2009). Students with the highest dropout risk in 100 high poverty schools were 
selected. Two-thirds of the scholarship recipients were girls because they were deemed 
more likely to drop out of school than boys. Regression discontinuity shows that the 
scholarship group was 25 percentage points more likely to be enrolled in school, and 
more likely to attend school. 

The Bolsa Família programme in Brazil was a cash transfer to families with youths 
aged 16 to 17 years, conditional on school attendance (Chitolina et al., 2016). 
The dataset does not identify households receiving payments, but since the target 
is the poorest 20% of the households with young people aged 16, these house-
holds are  identified as beneficiaries using intention-to-treat. The control is made 
up of the 20% poorest households with 15-year-olds. The programme appeared to 
increase school attendance for 16-year-olds by 5 percentage points compared to 
15-year-olds, especially in rural areas. The report is not clear about the number of 
cases, or the attrition.

Schady and Araujo (2006) evaluated a cash transfer scheme (Bono de Desarrollo 
Humano) to increase school enrolment and reduce child labour in low-income house-
holds in Ecuador. The transfer of USD 15 per month, approximately 7% of mean 
household expenditure in the study, was paid to the woman of the house. This pay-
ment was not explicitly conditional on changes in behaviour, although many families 
reported believing that payment was conditional on school attendance. A sample of 
1,391 households (3,072 children) was used and attrition was 6%. Because the bud-
get was insufficient to cover all households, half were randomised to immediate treat-
ment. The treatment increased school enrolment and reduced child labour compared 
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to the waiting list. Households that believed that the payment was conditional had an 
even higher rate of enrolment and less likelihood of a child engaged in work. 

A study in South Africa (Eyal et al., 2014) used the South African National Income 
Dynamics Survey to examine the link between the receipt of the Child Support 
Grant and school enrolment (no data available on attendance). The 1998 grant was 
aimed at removing racial and gender inequality, targeting poor teenagers regardless 
of household status. It was extended in 2000 to children below the age of 7, and then 
up to the age of 18 by 2012. The study took advantage of the phased roll-out of the 
evaluation. Take-up was low because information about how to apply was not widely 
known and the two groups were not randomised. Grant recipients had higher enrol-
ment rates than non-beneficiaries for older teens. 

Glewwe et al. (2003) evaluated the Programa de Asignacion Familiar, a government 
social welfare programme in Honduras. Twenty municipalities were randomised to receive 
a cash transfer conditional on school attendance and health clinic visits, 10 municipali-
ties had improved schooling and health services, 20 had both of these and 20 acted as a 
control. The total baseline sample was 5,784 households with 30,588 members. Attrition 
was 16%. The cash transfer was linked to a very small increase in attendance.

The Social Safety Net programme, a cash transfer programme in Nicaragua where 
women heads of households received cash on condition that their children attended 
school and visited health clinics regularly, did not seem to have any effect (Gitter & 
Barham, 2008). Households with children aged 7–13 who had not completed fourth 
grade were eligible, and 21 communities were randomised to treatment and 21 to 
control. The number of households appeared to vary considerably between analyses. 
The results showed that giving funding to women can improve school enrolment 
conditional on school attendance.

The Red de Protección Social is a six-year social safety net government project for 
poor households in rural Nicaragua, covering over 30,000 families (Barham et al., 
2013). Cash transfers are paid to designated women caregivers in beneficiary house-
holds, conditional on children’s school attendance. One thousand, three hundred 
and thirty households were randomised to receive the treatment from 2000 to 2003, 
and 1,379 from 2003 to 2005. The attrition rate was 12%. By 2002, the first group 
had an 18% increase in the enrolment rate and a 62% reduction in the number of 
schools days missed in the previous month. 

The Punjab Female School Stipend Program was a conditional cash transfer pro-
gramme in Pakistan targeted at female students. Alam et al. (2011) showed that the 
enrolment of eligible girls in middle school increased in the short term by nearly 9 
percentage points and was maintained five years later. Beneficiary adolescent girls were 
more likely to complete middle school and have less paid work. There is evidence that 
participating girls delayed marriage and had fewer births by the time they were 19. 

Evans et al. (2014) analysed the impact of the Tanzania Social Action Fund, a 
community-based programme where payments were conditional on school-aged  
children (7–15) having 80% attendance at school. A total of 1,764 very poor 
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households in 80 villages were randomised to treatment, or not. School attendance, 
based on reports from the communities, suggested positive results, but school reports 
showed little improvement, largely because school attendance was already high at the 
outset. Children aged 15–18, especially girls, in treatment villages were more likely to 
complete school (a 15 percentage point difference).

The New Cooperative Medical System in rural China was offered to 49% of the 
5.9 million population in eight low-income rural counties from 2006 (Chen et al., 
2010). It covered medical expenses and the cost of books, meals and educational 
activities for school children. Average take-up was 87% in 2007, rising to 93% in 
2009. An evaluation involving 1.4 million school-age children across 3,977 villages 
found a slight difference in school enrolment, but the two groups were different at the 
outset anyway. A propensity score analysis suggested that the programme had zero 
effect on the average population.

Angrist and Lavy (2009) considered an incentive scheme in Israel offering cash 
to low-achieving high school students for progressing from tenth to eleventh grade, 
eleventh to twelfth grade and passing the high school matriculation exam. Forty of 
the lowest-scoring schools were randomised to treatment, or not (20:20). One school 
closed and three were non-compliant. There was an increase in progression for girls 
but not boys and no impact on post-secondary enrolment. The mean scores of the 
outcomes were not reported. 

Rodriguez-Planas (2012) evaluated the US Quantum Opportunity Program, a five-
year after-school programme combining mentoring, educational services and finan-
cial incentives throughout high school. This was offered to disadvantaged high school 
students to improve graduation and post-secondary school enrolment. It appeared to 
be effective in the short term, increasing the likelihood of high school completion and 
college enrolment by 18% and 23% respectively, especially for female students. But 
the impact was short-lived and the programme may have reduced intrinsic motivation.

In Kenya, the chance of sponsorships for free school uniforms was provided to a ran-
domised group of 550 students in 12 schools for three years, while 602 students formed 
the control (Evans & Ngatia, 2018). Attrition after eight years was about 5%. Those 
who received a uniform had 37% fewer absences. There were no differences after eight 
years. Those not in school at the outset did not receive a uniform, which created a bias.

Ravallion and Wodon (2000) evaluated the impact of an educational subsidy pro-
gramme, Food for Education, in Bangladesh that provided monthly food rations to 
families that sent their children to primary school for 95% of classes. The subsidy 
reduced the incidence of child labour but did not increase school enrolment.

Dean and Jayachandran (2019) examined a scheme in India which offered scholar-
ships to children aged 3 to 4, to encourage attendance in a private kindergarten. The 
premise was that attending kindergarten improves children’s cognitive development. 
Scholarships were randomly allocated to half of the 808 eligible children (who did 
not attend preschool) in 71 villages, if the parents agreed to enrol their children in 
the private kindergarten. The scholarship had no effect on primary school enrolment. 



19

Improving attendance and enrolment at school for children living in poverty

Taken as a whole, these studies suggest that cash transfers can increase attendance 
at school, especially for girls and older students (for whom school dropout is more 
likely). Long-term studies suggest that the gains can remain even years later (Araujo 
& Macours, 2021). However, transfers must be conditional on attendance and those 
conditions must be enforced.

How should cash transfers be paid? 
It is not simply the transfer of cash to vulnerable groups, but how the money is paid 
and to whom that can make a difference. The stronger study (rated 3 🔒) on this sug-
gests that cash transfers are more effective if they are conditional.

3 🔒 studies
Baird et al. (2011) compared the effects of conditional and unconditional cash trans-
fers in a three-armed cluster randomised control trial where enumeration areas were 
randomly assigned to conditional (based on at least 80% attendance) or uncondi-
tional payments, or a control. The study evaluated the conditional cash transfer pro-
gramme targeted at adolescent girls in Malawi. The final sample was 2,284 girls in 
161 treatment areas, who were at school at the outset (which weakens the study). 
The conditional group generally scored better than the other two on all measures. 
Their self-reported enrolment was higher and remained so after the funding ceased. 
Attendance was also higher (by 8 percentage points). However, pregnancy and mar-
riage rates were substantially higher than in the unconditional arm, perhaps because 
the attendance requirement was too onerous.

2 🔒 studies
Barrera-Osorio et al. (2008) looked at three kinds of conditional payments in poor 
areas of Colombia. In one, the child received the incentive paid into the bank on 
condition that they attended at least 80% of secondary school days per month. In the 
second, two thirds of the incentive was for attendance and the rest was paid when 
students re-enrolled for the next school year. A third group had incentives paid on 
condition of graduation and tertiary enrolment rather than secondary attendance. 
Postponing payment to a larger lump sum at the time of a re-enrolment decision 
increased enrolment at secondary and tertiary levels without reducing daily atten-
dance. Incentivising for graduation and matriculation was more effective than just 
for attendance, increasing attendance and enrolment at secondary and tertiary levels. 
However, there was a side effect in that sisters of treated students attended school less 
than students who received no incentives.

In the UK, the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA), a government cash 
transfer scheme paid directly to young people aged 16–18 in the first two years of 
post-compulsory full-time education, is shown to have increased the probability of 
education of young people by 13 percentage points from a base of 43% and reduced 
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teenagers’ labour supply by three hours per week (Holford, 2015). The study used 
data from the Longitudinal Study of Young People in England. It found that giving 
the money directly to the young person was more effective than giving it to parents 
because if the parents were given the money they would use it partly on other things 
and it would not have the effect of reducing young people’s working time. 

A two-year randomised trial in rural Burkina Faso assessed four cash transfer deliv-
ery mechanisms, either a conditional or an unconditional cash transfer given to either 
fathers or mothers (Akresh et al., 2013). The condition was that children aged 7–15 
were enrolled in school and attended classes regularly (90%). By the second year, 
there was a positive impact on school enrolment and attendance for the conditional 
group only, which was more marked for girls, younger children and lower ability 
groups, all of whom are traditionally less likely to enrol.

In another study, Benhassine et al. (2015) randomly assigned 320 primary school 
sectors in Morocco to either a conditional or unconditional cash transfer given to either 
fathers or mothers. School participation for over 44,000 children was recorded through 
surprise school visits by the research team and a survey of 4,000 households, including 
households where the children were not in school. Because the programme was run 
from the school, households with no contact with the school system were excluded, 
which is an important limitation. The results indicated that there were no differences 
in school attendance between conditional and unconditional cash transfers. Nor was 
there any difference in relation to whether cash was given to fathers or mothers.

On balance, the evidence suggests that payments should be conditional, but the 
picture is quite mixed. It does not seem to matter if the payment is given to the 
father or the mother. For older students, it might be better to give them the cash 
directly and withhold at least part of it until they reach a target such as re-enrolment 
or matriculation. Otherwise, the evidence is that cash payments are less effective for 
maintaining subsequent enrolment than for current attendance. 

Use of monetary incentives in other ways
Besides cash transfers, there are also other ways funding has been used to improve school 
attendance/enrolment. Health or nutritional interventions, the use of EdTech and the 
training of teachers are examples of other uses of funding. The strongest study under this 
theme is 3 🔒 (n = 6). Table 6 summarises the results of these other interventions.

Table 6. Studies on other uses of funds to promote attendance – summary of evidence and impact

Strength of evidence Positive Unclear/mixed Negative/neutral

4 🔒 – – –

3 🔒 5 – 1

2 🔒 4 1 3
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3 🔒 studies
Tan et al. (1999) evaluated the Dropout Intervention Programme in the Philippines. 
Five groups consisting of 10 schools each were compared: one group in which all 
pupils in the beneficiary schools received a free school meal, another group where 
all of the teachers received pedagogical materials and attended a training course 
on their use with pupils of differing abilities, and two groups which were the same 
but included parent meetings at school and parental involvement. There was also a 
control group. Pupil dropout declined in general, but most clearly in the groups that 
received teaching materials. Free school meals alone made little difference.

In Burkina Faso, 46 village schools for girls aged 5 to 15 in areas affected by severe 
food shortages were randomly assigned to three groups (school meals, take-home 
rations of 10 kg of cereal flour, or a control group) (Kazianga et al., 2008). Both 
treatments, conditional on 90% school attendance, increased girls’ attendance rate 
by 6 percentage points after one year. Girls also shifted from farm labour to more 
domestic tasks that were more compatible with the school schedule. 

Montgomery et al. (2016) used a cluster quasi-randomised control trial to exam-
ine the attendance of girls in Uganda. Eight schools (including 1,124 girls in Grades 
3 to 5) were allocated to groups which received puberty education, free reusable 
sanitary pads, puberty education and pads, or a control group. Over two years, there 
was a very high dropout rate, especially in the intervention groups. School attendance 
declined in all groups but remained highest in the control group, suggesting a nega-
tive impact.

Martinez et al. (2017) examined a community-based preschool programme 
in Mozambique. Thirty communities were randomised in the programme and 46 
remained as the control. Tests of vocabulary and development were used at the base-
line and after treatment. Children who attended preschool were more likely to enrol 
in primary school and start at the standard age, especially those from the most vul-
nerable households.

Banerjee et al. (2010) looked at three schemes to improve attendance and parti-
cipation in India. One intervention to improve attendance and participation in 
India involved small group discussions to share information about the structure 
and organisation of local services. Headteachers, teachers, parents and Village 
Education Committee members were invited to attend meetings. A second inter-
vention added training sessions in which villagers were taught to evaluate their 
children using a simple test. A third supplemented the previous two by introducing 
the villagers to a teaching technique (Read India), and they received seven visits 
from NGO staff who offered extra support. Each group consisted of 65 villages, 
with 85 in a control group, totalling 17,533 children aged 7 to 14. Attrition was 
4%. The proportion of pupils who were absent from school actually increased for 
all treatments.

Skoufias and Shapiro (2006) looked at the Quality Schools Programme in Mexico, 
intended to expand autonomy and improve learning in pre, primary and secondary 
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schools. Staff and parents planned the steps for improving school quality, and prin-
cipals were given training and a five-year grant to carry this out. The researchers 
constructed a panel of 1,767 schools in the treatment group and 65,457 in the com-
parator, based on matching. The dropout rate after three years was slightly lower in 
the treatment schools (effect size -0.04).

2🔒 studies
In the Bangladesh Food for Education programme, households (including 3,369 pupils) 
received wheat or rice on condition that their children enrolled in primary school and 
attended at least 85% of classes (Meng & Ryan, 2003). Enrolment in treatment schools 
increased, as did calorie and protein consumption in beneficiary households.

The School Feeding Programme in Ethiopia provided a daily hot lunch of wheat, 
corn or beans (Zenebe et al., 2018). Its purpose, other than feeding, was to encour-
age school attendance. A small trial, involving 390 pupils aged 10–14, compared 
three schools that participated in the programme with three others matched from the 
same district. However, two groups were different at the outset in terms of wealth, 
household food insecurity, parental education and occupation, and child age. Diet 
was improved and absences were lower in the treatment schools. 

Jacoby et al. (1996) looked at the impact of a 30-day school breakfast programme on 
the diet and attendance of pupils in Grades 4 and 5 in an Andean region of Peru. Ten 
schools were randomised for treatment or put in a waiting-list control. The programme 
was successful in raising dietary intakes and improving school attendance rates. 

A study similar to that of Montgomery et al. (2016) involved giving menstrual cups 
to girls in Grades 7 and 8 (n = 60 girls) in four schools in Nepal (Oster & Thornton, 
2009). Girls were randomised to receive a menstrual cup during their monthly period 
or to the control group. The intervention had only a negligible impact on girls’ atten-
dance during their period or at other times.

Simwaka et al. (2009) assessed the impact of a five-year school-based malaria treat-
ment programme in Malawian primary schools, involving 63 treatment and 30 compar-
ison schools. Teachers were trained on when and how to utilise malaria treatment kits, 
including persuading children to come to school when sick and get treated. Free tablets 
were provided. The high pupil attrition from the study (30%) reduced the strength of 
evidence to 2 🔒. The results showed that the treatment schools had fewer deaths, fewer 
sick days (effect size 0.23) and slightly less general absenteeism (effect size 0.03). 

In one study, children as young as 6 weeks of age were given educational games 
and activities in a year-round child-care facility (Campbell et al., 2012). The study 
included 103 families in North Carolina with children deemed at educational risk 
because of poverty. Families were randomised to a programme lasting from infancy 
to kindergarten (57 children) or to a control condition (54 children). The results 
showed that children in the experimental group attended more years of education 
(effect size 0.62) and were more likely to attend university than their counterparts by 
the age of 21. They were also more likely to work full-time by the age of 30.
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Funding to support teacher training has also shown positive effects on children’s 
school attendance. Baker-Henningham et al. (2012) assessed a preschool-based 
intervention called the Incredible Years Teacher Training Programme in Jamaica. It 
involved training teachers and principals in the use of collaborative and experiential 
learning, individual goal setting and self-monitoring, building teachers’ self-efficacy, 
and focusing on teachers’ cognition, behaviour and emotions. In a cluster randomised 
design, 24 community schools were assigned to receive the treatment or to a control. 
Three children from each class with the highest levels of teacher-reported conduct 
problems were selected for evaluation. This included a total of 225 children aged 
3–6 years. Children in the treatment group showed an increase in school attendance 
(effect size 0.30).

Providing children with a play area also has little effect on school attendance. Leos-
Urbel and Sanchez (2015) evaluated Playworks, a US programme that provided 
children in low-income elementary schools with a safe play area, inclusive play and 
coaching in recess time. The sample included 17 treatment schools and 12 compari-
son schools. The children were in Grades 1 to 5. 

Addressing children’s anxiety and relationships may also improve school atten-
dance. Wang et al. (2016) conducted a cluster randomised trial of a social emotional 
learning programme to address these issues. The children involved were Grade 7 and 
8 students in public junior high schools in China. Seventy-five paired schools were 
randomised to treatment (3,694 students) and control (3,801). Social-emotional 
skills were taught mainly through activities and games. Midway through, the treat-
ment group had a lower dropout rate (effect size -0.07) and less learning anxiety. 
However, by the final survey, there was no impact on dropout rates. Attrition was 
around 20%.

Lee et al. (2020) looked at a US family truancy intervention programme for pri-
mary schools. Instead of referring the parents of truant primary school pupils to child 
protection services or juvenile courts, parents were educated about the importance of 
school attendance and entered into an attendance contract that included social ser-
vice referrals. If breached, this could lead to filing a petition for educational neglect 
with the juvenile court. There were 1,197 pupils in the treatment group and 2,615 
matched control pupils. The programme effect was close to zero in terms of pupil 
attendance. Attrition was over 20%. 

Overall, the evidence for alternative use of funding is not as clear as for direct cash 
transfers. But interventions that provide food in or outside school appear to be prom-
ising in getting the poorest children to attend school. Health interventions, especially 
for girls, are also promising. A small body of evidence suggests that preschool experi-
ence is linked to improved enrolment and attendance at school. Other approaches to 
improving attendance are mostly either not very promising or have not been robustly 
evaluated, or both. Involving local communities may actually reduce local attendance. 
Involving parents more makes no apparent difference, and increasing the autonomy 
of schools, adding play areas or addressing socio-emotional intelligence have only 
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marginal benefits for attendance. It is likely that there may be more studies on the 
wider use of funding (not direct transfers) that were not revealed by the search. 

Discussion

This review is necessarily limited to summarising the evidence from research that has 
been completed and found in the search. Much of what we found was rather weak 
for the purposes of making causal claims. However, across the whole review, enough 
robust work has been done in this area to draw some implications. 

The evidence from the international research clearly suggests (not surprisingly) 
that to improve attendance and enrolment for disadvantaged children, especially 
those in nations where attendance and enrolment are not compulsory or enforced, 
a key first step would be to make schools accessible for all, however rural or remote 
the area. Access might mean providing transport to and from school. The distance 
between home and school seems to matter, especially for girls for whom there are also 
some safety concerns.

A key second step would be to ensure that schooling is free at the point of delivery. 
However, offering free schooling alone is not enough of an incentive to send all chil-
dren to school. In regions where attending school incurs an opportunity cost, such as 
income foregone from child labour, money can be used as an incentive to encourage 
participation in education to make it more attractive than other alternatives, such as 
paid labour. Cash transfers when used with conditions attached are shown to be the 
most effective interventions. Research evidence in this area is generally strong. But it 
is not just about offering cash. The mode of delivery and the recipient of the money 
offered can make a difference. The evidence suggests that such cash transfers are 
most effective for young children if given to parent(s), but for older students, cash is 
best given directly to the student. 

However, in most cases, such positive effects are not sustained once funding from 
sponsors, such as the World Bank, stops. It is then left to the governments to provide 
free school places for all and perhaps pay some students for attendance. In low and 
middle income countries, this may not be sustainable. So it is worth considering how 
access to free education could be supported without funding from external agencies. 
For example, community schools might use technology, such as digital education, 
where children in remote communities can have access to learning without the need 
to travel long distances, as an alternative. 

We also need to consider cultural changes in how education is perceived so that 
the motivation to get an education need not be extrinsically incentivised. It may take 
a generation or more for such changes to happen. Perhaps as societies advance with 
more widespread use of technological innovations, the kinds of jobs that children in 
poor countries are often expected to do now may become less relevant and less in 
demand. This may have implications for how education is perceived, encouraging 
schooling and making early employment of children less feasible.
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