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Evidence on the effectiveness of local governance to improve school performance 

is mixed at best. Political, social, and technical barriers may inhibit the ability of school-based 

actors to improve school outcomes. My paper investigates the impact of strengthening local 

governance in schools, by engaging school councils (SCs) (comprising of parents, the head 

teacher and some notable and literate members of the community) using Information and 

Communication Technology, on school and student performance. 

Approximately 25,000 primary and middle schools in 21 districts of Punjab, Pakistan’s most 

populous province, receive a non-salary budget to make improvements in school inputs. 

However, much of the funds remain unspent at the end of the financial year. I study the School 

Council Mobilization Program (SCMP), in which the government informed SCs, via sustained 

and targeted phone calls through a hired call center, to spend funds on school improvement. 

Approximately, 50 percent of all primary and middle schools in the province were reached out 

every month from May to December 2015.  

Using multiple datasets (administrative, survey, test scores, call center data) and a difference-in-

differences identification strategy to estimate a causal impact of the program, I find that schools 

with council members who received the SCMP calls were likely to spend 20% more funds in 

absolute terms, compared to schools that did not receive the calls. However, the increased 

expenditure did not translate into improved outcomes for the schools: teacher attendance, student 

attendance and a composite factor of school facilities worsened, albeit the magnitude of the 

decline was small. The largest decline was in test score. Students did worse in Math, English and 

Urdu by a tenth of a standard deviation in SCMP schools compared to non-SCMP schools.  

To help interpret my results, I discuss teacher-specific issues, such as hiring of contract teachers 

by councils or reduced teacher effort in response to more accountability, which may help explain 

the adverse impact on schools and students. I also discuss larger issues of political economy for 

interventions at scale, such as, potential collective resistance to large-scale programs and reforms 

being within closed governance systems focused on optics rather than learning.


