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WHAT’s at stake? 
Globally, more than 44 million new teachers are needed to reach the

2030 Sustainable Development Goal of quality education for all.

African countries are facing the world’s worst teacher shortage. To

shore up the deficit and achieve universal primary and secondary

education by that date, 15 million teachers - 1 in 3 - need to be hired

in Africa alone. Attracting new teachers and retaining current

teachers is critical to building the teaching force while improving the

quality of teaching instruction through pre-service and in-service

training is key to confront the learning poverty crisis.   

 

Schools are the centre for academic learning for most children and

youth, but UNICEF estimates that by 2030, 420 million children will

not learn the most basic academic skills in childhood and 825 million

will not acquire basic secondary level skills. Access to qualified

teachers is one of the most significant factors in student learning

gains. A strong academic background, quality pre-service training, 

This brief is part of a series of 6 briefs about social and behaviour

change in education. It is meant to make you think out of the box,

reflect, ponder, and get inspired about the potential that social and

behaviour change in education presents to ensure every child can

learn in a safe and enabling environment. Rather than being a

guidance per se it provides a snapshot of programmatic thinking and

case examples, as well as a collection of resources and further

guidance, which you can use to continue exploring and unleashing the

potential of Social and Behaviour Change in Education!   

[1]

[1] Quote from a key informant interviewee at UNESCO in West Africa.

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000387400
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000387001/PDF/387001eng.pdf.multi
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000387001/PDF/387001eng.pdf.multi
https://www.unicef-irc.org/research/teachers-for-all/
https://www.unicef-irc.org/research/teachers-for-all/
https://www.unicef.org/reports/UNICEF-education-strategy-2019-2030
https://www.unicef.org/reports/UNICEF-education-strategy-2019-2030
https://www.unicef.org/reports/UNICEF-education-strategy-2019-2030


and relevant certification predict more of the difference in student

learning gains than other factors, such as race or parent education.

Teachers are key for the student learning experience. 

Yet teachers and school leaders in low and middle-income countries

are challenged on too many fronts to respond to the learning poverty

crisis effectively: they too often receive insufficient pre-service

training, and once hired, insufficient in-service support. Helping

students to realise basic academic competency can be a monumental

challenge for teachers with exceedingly high student-teacher ratios,

let alone a host of other practical constraints such as a lack of access

to resources for schools. This calls for a better understanding of the

incentives, decision-making process, and motivation for teachers to

change practices and behaviours in the classroom, and for building

trust and accountability measures between children and teachers.

 

This knowledge brief offers an illustration of some innovative,

emerging initiatives to improve teacher quality by supporting

teachers and changing teacher behaviours. It offers insights to how

social and behaviour change can advance transformative teaching

and learning. The case illustrations offer insights into the ways that

engaging teachers in values deliberation can address conscious and

unconscious biases, and innovative training can shift teachers’ beliefs,

attitudes, mindsets, expectations, and behaviours.    

A Social and Behaviour Change (SBC) approach to education can

facilitate a better understanding of why children are left behind, out

of school, not learning, experiencing violence, racism, stigma, or

exclusion in and around schools. SBC is a means by which to identify  

WHAT’s Possible? 

https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w13617/w13617.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w13617/w13617.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/education/brief/what-is-learning-poverty
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/education/brief/what-is-learning-poverty
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/persistent-teacher-gap-sub-saharan-africa-jeopardizing-education-recovery
https://www.sbcguidance.org/


and address the social and behavioural determinants that influence

children's learning, access to, and experience of education. By

effectively identifying and targeting social and behavioural barriers at

all levels of the education system, SBC can provide strategies for

addressing the identified challenges through a whole-of-school

approach and measure the effectiveness of education systems in

creating an enabling, safe, and equitable learning environment for

every child.   

Adopting a social and behaviour change approach to education

means tapping into a thus far under-used potential for enabling the

education sector to overcome both educational and social challenges

and barriers that cause distortion of educational outcomes at a big

societal cost too. Moving into this space also means contributing to

results in other areas such as advancing gender equality, disability

inclusion, violence prevention, and preventing harmful social and

gender norms and stereotypes that may be reproduced in and

through education systems.  

‘School is a place for
transformation’ [2]

[2] Quote from a key informant interviewee from UNICEF in Ghana. 

Through the Gender at the Centre Initiative, which is co-led by

UNGEI and IIEP-UNESCO and supported by UNICEF, UNESCO, the

Global Partnership for Education (GPE), the African Union

International Centre for Girls' and Women's Education in Africa, and

a rich consortium of civil society organisations and ministries of

education in the Gender at the Centre Alliance, teaching and  

https://www.ungei.org/what-we-do/gci


learning is being transformed using social and behaviour change

approaches. With a long-term objective of transforming education

systems for gender equality , the Gender at the Centre Initiative

engages in a participatory reflection process with policy makers,

teachers, students and community members on how to shift

harmful gender norms. 

Enable reflection, deliberation, and debate  

Social and behaviour change approaches place the importance of

context central in shaping decisions and behaviors. As such, the

Gender-Transformative Leadership  programme supported by GCI

does not focus solely on conveying a set of pre-determined skills;

instead, the programme  first takes policy makers, teachers and

school leaders through a reflection process to be curious about

themselves. Teachers and leaders are supported to understand and

interrogate their own gender attitudes, beliefs, and biases, as well

as broader issues such as gender stereotypes and gender-based

violence , which play out in their interactions with students and in

their delivery of curriculum.

UNESCO is working with national teacher training authorities to

promote Transformative Education as key to build more just,

peaceful and sustainable societies in the Arab region. The training

programmes aim to ensure that learners are provided with tools to

‘shape the future of humanity and plan and build a new social

contract.’ Doing so the trainings promote space for critical

thinking, human rights principles, and the cognitive, social-

emotional and behavioral domains of learning.  

Create safe spaces for critical reflection 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000388668


Innovative pre-service and in-service training approaches like

Gender Transformative Training positions teachers and school

leaders as key informants and actors in the creation of training

curricula, as well as eventual experts in transformative classroom

activities. Incorporating reflection strategies for pre-service

training and in-service support could improve how school leaders

and teachers more clearly understand the power of their role to

ultimately create more enabling learning environments for children.  

Put people at the centre of the design process  

‘Build trust before
you build capacity’ [3]

{3} Quote from a key informant interviewee at SIDA.

Develop a diffusion strategy  

Cutting across education, health, child protection, and other

sectors, innovative teacher training models often require the

endorsement and active coordination of leaders from the health,

education, gender equality, and finance ministries together at the

policy level. A key good practice is to use data collected through

Education Management Information Systems to inform education

sector planning and mainstream health and child protection plans

linked to education. GCI is using the Gender Equality in Education

Snapshot Tool (GES) to alert policy makers from different sectors to

the role of gender norms in education. Working with policymakers 

https://www.unicef.org/innovation/media/5456/file
https://www.unicef.org/innovation/media/5456/file
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/training-project-haiti-helping-teachers-receives-unesco-hamdan-prize-teacher-development
https://www.iiep.unesco.org/en/transforming-schools-girls-success-cote-divoire-13613
https://www.iiep.unesco.org/en/transforming-schools-girls-success-cote-divoire-13613
https://www.ungei.org/website/ges-toolkit
https://www.ungei.org/website/ges-toolkit


to develop education, protection, and health policies that create

opportunities for training on school-related gender-based violence

and comprehensive sexuality education programmes exemplifies

how social and behaviour change strategies can be used to create

interlinkages in programming for better results. 

Call attention to positive values  

Although it is difficult to measure the direct effects of Gender

Transformative Training programmes in the short term, qualitative

assessments from stakeholders - beyond self-reported data - reveal

that the reflection process supports teachers to recognise the ways

that children are observing and responding to their new behaviours

in the classroom. After UNGEI and UNICEF trained teachers in Sierra

Leone on the SRGBV whole-school approach, the percentage of

students who reported feeling unsafe at school reduced from 13% to

2%. Similar innovative training models, like Training Teachers to

Transform Haiti - where approximately 80% of Haitian educators

lack adequate training and 25% of teachers have not gone beyond

secondary school - have early-stage data showing improved

student attendance, higher teacher retention, and increased parent

involvement as a result of their training and reflective, observation-

based coaching approach. 

One of the hoped-for results from these efforts is to make a

broader case for including social and behaviour change

approaches in teacher training. Leaders of similar work in other

countries such as Ghana and Haiti are incorporating pre-service

reflective training in the short term, and in-service reflective

coaching over the long-term, to ensure teachers and school 

Invest in the process; Build a supportive environment  

https://www.ungei.org/publication/school-related-gender-based-violence-case-studies-mozambique-sierra-leone-and-zimbabwe
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5899247486e6c0878c6d8dbd/t/64ff78d76f735a2f128bb025/1694464217343/P4H+White+Paper_Enhancing+Quality+Education.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5899247486e6c0878c6d8dbd/t/64ff78d76f735a2f128bb025/1694464217343/P4H+White+Paper_Enhancing+Quality+Education.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5899247486e6c0878c6d8dbd/t/64ff78d76f735a2f128bb025/1694464217343/P4H+White+Paper_Enhancing+Quality+Education.pdf
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/training-project-haiti-helping-teachers-receives-unesco-hamdan-prize-teacher-development
https://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/teacher-coaching-what-we-know
https://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/teacher-coaching-what-we-know


leaders are given both the tools and time to shift mindsets and

behaviours. Peer networks and mentoring support are also

essential tools to enable deeper learning and collaboration among

educators in a school community over time.  

Elevate positive deviants 

Data Must Speak is a UNICEF initiative designed to empower

education decision makers with user-friendly data that can

strengthen education systems and improve learning.  

 

The Data Must Speak Positive Deviance Research leverages existing

data to identify ‘positive deviant’ schools, or schools that are

performing better than their peers despite operating in the same

contexts and with equivalent resources. The research leverages

behavioural sciences to delve deeper into these success stories,

aiming to identify the practices and behaviours that contribute to

positive deviant schools’ success and replicate these locally-led

solutions at scale. Through participatory research methods and co-

creation approaches, the Data Must Speak research empowers

school actors and policymakers with practice insights on ‘what

works’ to improve learning, even in challenging circumstances. 

While teachers are central to a child’s learning experience, school

leaders are essential to creating a supportive, enabling

environment for teachers. The Data Must Speak research offers

ample evidence of the pivotal role of school leaders in transforming

the quality of learning environments. Research shows that

principals in positive deviant schools foster trust, respect, and

innovation within their schools, which can support teachers to

embrace innovative approaches – like critical reflection and values

deliberation – that are correlated with positive performance.

https://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/teacher-coaching-what-we-know
https://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/teacher-coaching-what-we-know
https://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/teacher-coaching-what-we-know
https://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/teacher-coaching-what-we-know
https://blogs.worldbank.org/impactevaluations/teacher-coaching-what-we-know
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17425964.2019.1628560
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17425964.2019.1628560
https://www.unicef.org/education/data-must-speak
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/1355-methodological-review-data-must-speak-positive-deviance-research-behavioural-sciences-implementation-scaling-science.html
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/DMS_Lao_PDR_School-principals-in-highly-effective-schools-who-are-they-and-which-good-practices-do-they-adopt.pdf
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/DMS_Lao_PDR_School-principals-in-highly-effective-schools-who-are-they-and-which-good-practices-do-they-adopt.pdf


Principals in these schools also have a stronger instructional

leadership role, spending more time in classrooms observing

teachers, providing pedagogical guidance and support, and closely

monitoring teachers to ensure improvements in their skills. By

nurturing innovation and supporting positive behaviour change for

teachers, effective school leaders can contribute to improving

student learning outcomes, closing equity gaps, and fostering

stronger relationships between schools and the communities they

serve.

Schools Inspiring Change: The Data Must
Speak research in Mali 

https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/trust-schools-core-resource-improvement
https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/trust-schools-core-resource-improvement


Pro
m

isin
g

 p
ractices

P
ro

m
is

in
g

 p
ra

c
tic

e
s

Schools Inspiring
Change: The Data
Must Speak
research in Mali 

Example of leveraging social and behaviour change approaches in

education research to inform policymaking and practices.

Recognise the problem  

In Mali, 90 % of children are unable to read and understand a simple

text by the age of 10. The education system grapples with notable

challenges, including access and completion rates for primary

education, security challenges contributing to school closures, and

inadequate resources, including lack of textbooks and latrines. The

Data Must Speak research in Mali has leveraged SBC approaches to

explore how these challenges can be addressed through

understanding and replicating positive behaviours and practices

already being successfully implemented in primary schools. 

Valuing local knowledge and expertise from the outset 

The  research was co-created with the Ministry of Education, local

academics, development partners, civil society and non-

governmental organizations, and school-based actors including

teachers and children, who all have a role to play in improving

education systems and supporting learning. These stakeholders

were engaged throughout each stage of the research to ensure

that the results remained contextually relevant, demand-driven

and informed by local realities. Engaging end-users of the research

from the outset has supported shifting both mindsets and

behaviours, empowering education actors at all levels to be agents

of change. 

https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/projects/data-must-speak
https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/projects/data-must-speak
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/education/brief/what-is-learning-poverty
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/education/brief/what-is-learning-poverty
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/education/brief/what-is-learning-poverty
https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/media/7681/file/UNICEF-Innocenti-DMS-Mali-Report-2024-EN.pdf
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Identifying existing solutions 

Leveraging existing administrative data from Mali, the DMS

research team and Ministry of Education identified 18 positive

deviant schools and 18 comparison schools with similar

characteristics and contexts. The research integrated behavioural

sciences into qualitative data collection to explore the interactions

between teachers, students, parents, administrators, and the

education system. The goal was to identify the practices and

behaviours that differentiate positive deviant schools from

comparison schools. These schools were more likely to provide

proactive support for teachers, including both pedagogical and

material support. Head teachers and school management

committees prioritized listening to teaching staff and their needs

and taking action to improve working conditions. Positive deviant

schools also adopted more effective practices for reducing

absenteeism, with head teachers, school management committees

and mothers’ associations working together as partners to monitor

absenteeism and generate solutions. 

From individual practices to collective action 

The final stage of the DMS research utilizes insights from

behavioural sciences to unpack the motivations, barriers and

contexts shaping these behaviours of various actors. This stage

identifies pathways and interventions for scaling positive practices

to more schools. In Mali, this included identifying several

behavioural nudges and interventions that could be used to

replicate positive practices. For example, using visual nudges

through creating and displaying posters, bulletins and other

mediums that illustrate the positive cooperation among school

stakeholders, with a goal to inspire similar behaviours within the

school. Another approach involved adapting existing training

modules for school management committees, where positive

practices are highlighted as key areas where their support can

impact the school. 



More can be done to create safe spaces for teachers and school

leaders to understand the connection between their mindsets,

decision-making, motivation, beliefs, and behaviours and the

corresponding impact on educational attainment of children.

Importantly, experiential teacher training, peer networks, and

coaching, like the approaches shared in these case illustrations,

have the potential to realise change that is sustained well beyond

one teacher, and well beyond the training.  

  

Key elements of an approach to improve the quality of teaching

and school leadership include support for communities of practice

for pre-service and in-service teachers, to deepen skills and

knowledge that lead to better teaching practises and more

enabling learning environments.  
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The research in Mali and in 13 additional partner countries

exemplifies how SBC approaches can be effectively leveraged to

understand the mindsets, attitudes and behaviours of school

actors, uncover the behavioural drivers and enabling conditions

needed to support positive practices, and align programmes and

policies towards shifting behaviours to improve teaching and

learning. 

Insights



Social and behaviour change approaches can be incorporated into teaching
and school leadership improvement strategies by resourcing pre-service
training and in-service supports that create safe space for reflection, self-
leadership, and collaborative learning. A larger body of literature and
research amplifies the key elements of social and behaviour change
approaches that are useful to advance transformative teaching and leading,
including:  

Incorporating innovative strategies for pre-service training, like the
example shared in this case illustration, to create a safe space for
teachers and school leaders to explore the connection between their
mindsets and their teaching practices.  
Using value deliberation with teachers and school leaders to address
conscious and unconscious biases.  
Supporting the creation of communities of practice, peer support, and
mentoring for in-service teachers to reinforce competencies and support
a collective commitment to act for change.  
Increasing relational trust between teachers, school leaders, and other
stakeholders through shared values exploration to create positive peer
communities and networks that improve teaching and leading practises.  
Designing policy change efforts in coordination with government and non-
governmental partners, informed by learning from experiential training
and coaching initiatives that actively engage teachers and school leaders.   
Ensuring philanthropy and donors at all levels invest in strengthening the
quality of teaching and leading over time.

Run with the
insights and 

change the world!  

https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/trust-schools-core-resource-improvement
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