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Executive Summary

Background 

In Guatemala, only 32% of high-school 

students pass the national standardized exam 

in reading comprehension and only 10% pass 

the exam in Maths.i Our fieldwork showed that 

principals typically receive minimal training on 

how to improve these results, or how to fulfill 

key managerial functions such as providing 

feedback to teachers.  

Intervention 

We designed an intervention based on the 

management training interventions evaluated 

by Roland Fryer. His work showed that a 300 

hour programme of management training for 

principals improved school management 

practices and led to better student test 

outcomes.ii Our intervention consisted of a 

light-touch version of those implemented by 

Fryer: we conducted one training session with 

principals which distilled the key elements of 

his curriculum to a small number of ‘rules of 

thumb’ guidance. Our intervention included 

four components:  

• Posters with ‘rules of thumb’ guidance 

for principals including how often 

principals should meet with teachers 

to plan lessons, how often principals 

should observe teachers in the 

classroom, and what these sessions 

should include; 

• An implementation checklist for 

principals; 

• A letter from the Minister of Education, 

explaining the use and importance of 

the materials provided; 

• A session where ministry staff 

distributed the poster, checklist and 

letter to principals and explained how 

to implement the guidance. 

 

Trial Design and Implementation 

The trial was a two-arm, cluster-randomised 

controlled trial (RCT) with principals randomly 

allocated to receive the intervention or not. 

The trial included 4,124 high schools and 

2,892 principals, some of whom oversee 

multiple schools. 

Main findings 

We find that the ‘rules of thumb’ intervention 

increased the frequency and quality of school 

management practices by principals across a 

broad range of indicators. Teachers who were 

in schools in the treatment group reported 

more planning sessions and class 

observations conducted by their principals. 

These teachers were also more likely to be 

spoken to about teaching, be helped to set 

class objectives, adapt their teaching to the 

level of students, and provide support to 

students with difficulties. These changes in 

turn increased the job satisfaction of teachers. 

However, the intervention did not translate into 

an impact on student attainment in maths or 

reading.  

 

 

Figure 1: Effect of treatment on frequency of formal 

sessions and class observations 
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Recommendations 

Given that the ‘rules of thumb’ guidance 

improved frequency and quality of 

management practices by principals as well as 

teacher job satisfaction, we recommend that 

the intervention is scaled across the country. 

We also recommend that the Ministry test 

additional higher-intensity interventions for 

principals on school management practices. 

If feasible, we would increase the feedback 

and support that principals receive when 

implementing the ‘rules of thumb’ guidance. In 

much the same way as the intervention works, 

principals themselves would likely benefit from 

more planning sessions, observation, and 

feedback from Ministry officials. 

  Figure 2: Effect of treatment on teacher survey outcomes relative 

to raw control mean 

Figure 3: Effect of treatment on combined math and reading score 

relative to raw control mean 
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01 / Introduction  

This trial forms part of a programme of work 

that BIT is conducting in partnership with the 

Global Innovation Fund (GIF), which has as a 

broader aim to increase the effectiveness of 

public policies and services in three lower-

middle income countries. Under this 

programme, and as part of its broader work in 

Guatemala, BIT has collaborated with 

Dirección General de Evaluación e 

Investigación Educativa (DIGEDUCA) from the 

Ministry of Education in Guatemala 

(MINEDUC) on several trials. This report 

presents results from a trial aimed at 

improving school management in Guatemala. 

We aimed to achieve this improvement by 

providing secondary school principals with 

‘rules of thumb’ guidance on school 

management practices.  

02 / Background 

Student attainment and dropout 

rates 

Student attainment in Guatemalan schools is 

worryingly low. A MINEDUC report from 2017 

indicates that only 32% of graduates pass the 

national standardized exam in Reading 

Comprehension and only 10% pass the exam 

in Maths.iii Additionally, school dropout rates in 

Guatemala have been alarming. 24% of 

students drop out of school after completing 

primary education, 18% of those remaining will 

drop out during middle school, and 32% drop 

out after completing middle school.iv This 

means that only 62% of students who are in 

the last grade of primary school in Guatemala 

will likely reach the last year of middle school, 

the minimum educational level required by 

law.  

A growing body of work suggests that school 

management quality is an important 

determinant of student performance.v,vi,vii,viii 

However, fieldwork conducted in May and 

September 2018 by BIT and MINEDUC 

supports that it is common that school 

principals in Guatemala are not adequately 

prepared for their role. For instance, 

conversations held with different principals and 

teachers showed that principals receive 

minimal training and do not spend enough 

time supporting teachers or providing 

feedback on lesson plans or teaching 

practices.  

03 / Intervention 

The aim of this trial was to improve school 

management by providing principals with 

simple, comprehensive ‘rules-of-thumb’ 

management guidance. The guidance focused 

on how and when principals should plan 

lessons with teachers, observe classes, and 

how to provide teachers with actionable 

feedback. 

The intervention was inspired by the work of 

Roland Fryer, which shows that school 

management can have a crucial effect on 

student performance, and that interventions 

that train principals in some basic 

management practices (including training on 

lesson planning, data-driven instruction, and 

teacher observation and coaching) improve 

scores on standardised maths and tests by at 

least 0.08 standard deviations.ix Our 

intervention was very light-touch compared to 

those implemented by Fryer: we conducted 

one training session with principals, where 

Fryer’s intervention featured 300 hours of 

training. We also distilled key elements of the 

guidance included in Fryer’s curriculum to a 

small number of ‘rules of thumb’ guidance. 

‘Rules of thumb’ refer to simplified advice or 

general principle that can be easily applied 

and followed. In essence, the guidance 

focused on how and when principals should 

plan lessons with teachers, observe classes, 

and provide teachers with actionable 

feedback. 
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Figure 4: Rules of thumb poster for principals 
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We designed an intervention that included four 

components: 

• ‘Rules of thumb’ poster: a wall 

poster that visualizes ‘rules of thumb’ 

guidance that principals should use to 

improve their school management 

practices. The guidance included how 

often principals should meet with 

teachers to plan lessons, how often 

principals should observe teachers in 

the classroom, and what these 

sessions should include. The poster 

also included guidance for supporting 

struggling students. We based the 

design of the poster on the work of 

Fryer and others, which suggests that 

school management can have a 

crucial effect on student 

performance.x  

• Implementation checklist: a sheet 

with checklists for each planning and 

observation session the principal 

should be conducting over the course 

of the year. Checklists are a method to 

make following certain actions easier 

and have been found to increase 

compliance, for instance in a BIT 

project to increase online license plate 

renewals.xi For each session, there 

were check-boxes that the principal 

can use to indicate whether the 

session took place and whether the 

session achieved each of the 

suggested outcomes on the poster. 

• Introductory letter from the Minister 

of Education: an introductory letter 

from the ministry explaining how to 

use the poster and implementation 

checklist, emphasizing the importance 

of doing so. The importance of the 

choice of messenger to inspire a 

desired set of actions has been well 

documented.xii BIT has included key 

messengers in previous projects, 

using the UK Chief Medical Officer’s 

signature on a letter that successfully 

reduced over prescription of 

antibiotics,xiii and an exclusive letter 

from a respected figure in the 

education system alongside 

encouragement from peers has been 

shown to increase applications and 

appointments for leadership roles in 

education in the UKxiv. 

• Introductory session: 

representatives from DIGEDUCA 

convened principals in groups of about 

50 to distribute the above materials 

and led a session on how to use the 

materials and why implementing the 

‘rules of thumb’ is important, as well as 

answering principals’ questions. 

Annex 1 shows some of the sessions 

led by DIGEMOCA and DIGEDUCA 

staff. 

These four components were designed in 

close collaboration with the Ministry of 

Education and went through a series of tests 

and revisions. Along with DIGEDUCA, we 

elaborated initial drafts of the poster, checklist 

and intro letter based on early fieldwork. We 

then conducted focus groups with principals in 

different regions of the country to get feedback 

on the content and design of the documents.  

Once we decided on the content and structure 

of the posters, checklist and intro letter, 

DIGEDUCA staff worked on the design of the 

documents, which was based on DIGEDUCA’s 

standard graphics and included the Ministry’s 

logo.  

When the documents were ready, DIGEDUCA 

and DIGEMOCA coordinated introductory 

sessions in different areas of the country. BIT 

helped with the design of the workshop, 

created a guide to be followed during the 

introductory sessions and helped with the 

design of the presentations.  

04 / Trial design 

and implementation 

Randomisation 

This trial was a two-arm, cluster-randomised 

controlled trial. The randomisation was 

conducted at the principal level, with outcomes 

measured at the student and teacher level. 
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Sample 

There is a total of 4,124 schools in Guatemala 

that are categorised as Diversificado (High 

School), with a total of 2,892 principals 

responsible for one or more of these schools. 

The principals of 11 top performing schools 

were excluded from the sample at the request 

of the Ministry. 

This trial’s sample consisted of principals from 

schools at the Diversificado level, including 

both urban and rural areas throughout the 

country. Around 90% of these schools were 

urban while a 10% were rural. 74% of schools 

were private schools, 21% public schools, and 

5% quasi-public (municipal or cooperative). 

Principals in the sample were automatically 

enrolled into the treatment and control groups. 

Principals that were assigned to the treatment 

group received the materials and introductory 

session from the Ministry. 

Outcomes 

Teacher level survey outcomes 

We measured the effect of the intervention on 

the frequency and quality of principals’ school 

management practices. To do this, we 

surveyed teachers from each school at the 

end of the school year about management 

practices in their school (i.e. by their principal). 

The two primary outcomes in this survey were 

the frequency of formal planning sessions and 

frequency of classroom observations by 

principals. Secondary outcomes included 

whether principals spoke to teachers about 

their teaching, helped them to set class 

objectives, helped them to adapt their teaching 

to the level of students, and helped them 

provide support to students with difficulties. 

We also measured whether teachers find their 

own work rewarding and whether they find 

their work exhausting. 

Student exam and dropout data 

Student achievement was measured using the 

maths and reading diagnostic exams 

administered yearly by DIGEDUCA in June. 

These exams show the scores of students in 

maths and reading comprehension of 

graduating students. For this trial, we analysed 

a calculated average score of both exam 

scores (primary), pass rates (secondary), and 

subject exam scores (secondary). The exam 

data allowed us to measure student 

achievement in a standardised way across 

schools. We also analysed school level 

dropout rates from DIPLAN’s student tracking 

system as a secondary measure of student 

persistence, however we could not track 

student attendance which was not 

standardised. 

Implementation challenges 

It was expected that during the course of the 

year, some principals would change schools or 

professions. We were unable to capture which 

principals changed schools, and thus, 

principals that received the training and the 

‘rules of thumb’ and then changed school may 

affect our results. We would expect this to 

make the project look less effective than it 

actually was, if anything. 

Additionally, we had pre-specified the teacher 

surveys at the school level, with one response 

per school. However, the data we received 

had multiple responses for some schools 

where more than one teacher attended the 

workshop. School code was available for all 

observations. We randomised at the principal 

level because a number of principals oversee 

more than one school.   

Finally, some principals from treatment groups 

did not attend the workshop where the poster 

and implementation checklist were given and 

explained. For these principals (16.7% of 

those in the treatment group) the materials 

were sent directly to the school address of the 

principal. There is a risk that these principals 

did not understand the ‘rules of thumb’ as well 

as those who attended the sessions. These 

principals were still considered for analysis. 

Again, this would bias the results downward, if 

anything. 
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05 / Main findings 

We find that the ‘rules of thumb’ intervention 

increased the frequency and quality of school 

management practices by principals. These 

changes in turn increased the job satisfaction 

of teachers. They did not, however, translate 

into an impact on student attainment in maths 

or reading. 

Frequency of management practices by 

principals 

Principals in the treatment condition conducted 

important school management procedures 

more often. The figures below show how the 

intervention significantly increases the 

frequency of formal planning sessions and 

class observations conducted by principals (as 

reported by teachers). The guidance resulted 

in an increase of 2.3 percentage points in the 

proportion of principals who were reported to 

conduct formal planning sessions every two 

weeks or more over a baseline of 24.1% (a 

10% increase). We also find an increase of 2.0 

percentage points in the proportion of 

principals who observed classrooms every two 

weeks or more over a 36.1% baseline (a 6% 

increase).  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

Quality of management practices by 

principals 

The quality of school management, as 

measured by frequency of key interactions 

between principals and teachers, improved 

across the board. Teachers in the treatment 

groups were more likely to be spoken to about 

teaching, be helped to set class objectives, 

adapt their teaching to the level of students, 

and provide support to students with 

difficulties. The figure below shows that the 

intervention had a measurable effect on a 

Figure 5: Effect of treatment on frequency of formal 

sessions and class observations  

Figure 6: Proportion of answers in each survey scale item 

for formal session by trial arm  

Figure 7: Proportion of answers in each survey scale item 

for class observations by trial arm   
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fairly broad set of management quality 

indicators, reflecting how the guidance 

successfully improved the frequency of advice 

and feedback given by principals when they 

interacted with teachers. 

 

 
 
Teacher job satisfaction 

The teacher survey also explored teacher 

wellbeing. The results show that the 

intervention caused a small increase in how 

rewarding teachers find their work. There is no 

effect on how exhausting they find it. These 

results suggest that the improvements in 

frequency and quality of management 

practices increased the job satisfaction of 

teachers while not increasing their level of 

exhaustion. This result is remarkable, since 

the intervention was relatively light touch and it 

is conceivable that teachers might have balked 

at increased management measures, and 

classroom observations in particular. The fact 

that teachers in the treatment group found 

their work to be slightly more rewarding 

suggests that improving management 

practices is mutually beneficial for principals 

and teachers. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Student test scores and dropout rates 

The improvements in the management 

practices of principals we found in our 

analysis, however, did not translate to an 

increase in students’ maths or reading scores. 

Figure 10 below shows the effect on these 

combined scores, and Figure 11 shows the 

impacts on scores and fail rates of each exam. 

All measures show no impact from the 

intervention.  

While the intervention did not have a 

statistically significant effect on the dropout 

rate of students, the results do show an 

increase of 0.47 percentage points (an 

increase of nearly 8%), which would be a 

meaningful change if not caused by chance. 

Thus, we recommend further research into 

whether the intervention could increase 

dropout rates but cannot identify any plausible 

mechanisms for why this would occur with 

better management and teaching practices. 

 

 

Figure 8: Effect of treatment on teacher survey outcomes 

relative to raw control mean  

Figure 9: Effect of treatment on secondary teacher 

survey outcomes relative to raw control mean  

Figure 10: Effect of treatment on combined math and 

reading score relative to raw control mean 
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07 / Recommendations  

The ‘rules of thumb’ guidance improved the 

frequency and quality of management 

practices by principals as well as teacher job 

satisfaction. For this reason, we recommend 

for it to be scaled across the country to all 

principals and incorporated into regular 

ongoing support for principals.  

Given that the intervention did not translate to 

improved student test scores, we recommend 

that the Ministry also test higher-intensity 

versions of the intervention which include 

additional support and feedback for principals: 

• In this project, the ‘rules of thumb’ 

introductory session for principals was 

a one-off. We recommend testing and 

implementing a version with more 

hands-on support and feedback. 

Principals may need more substantial 

instruction or to have more tangible 

feedback loops on the quality of their 

management to meaningfully affect 

the performance of their students. This 

could be incorporated by Ministry staff 

conducting follow-up visits to schools 

to provide implementation support and 

advice to principals. This additional 

support would also incentivise 

principals to implement the guidance 

as they know they will be visited by 

Ministry staff. 

• Principals could be more effective 

managers if they had additional tools 

to incentivize teachers. Our fieldwork 

found that most principals cannot 

recognise good performance by 

teachers and also have a limited 

influence on teachers being re-hired. If 

principals could recognise teachers 

based on their effort or student 

performance, this could be used to 

incentivise teachers to follow the 

advice and feedback given by them 

during planning sessions. 

Explore other issues affecting student 

performance  

The issues affecting student performance in 

Guatemalan schools are large and wide-

ranging. We recommend that the Ministry tests 

interventions targeting other issues affecting 

student performance.  

• Improve teaching quality: Improving 

school management will only have a 

limited effect on teaching quality. 

Providing teachers with better training, 

more support, and more robust 

feedback loops, among other 

measures, could improve teaching 

quality and student performance. 

• Provide recognition to students: 

Early fieldwork suggests that many 

students do not take the Diagnostic 

Exam seriously, resulting in poor 

preparation and practice on reading 

Figure 11: Effect of treatment on math and reading scores 

and failure rates relative to raw control mean 

Figure 12: Effect of treatment on dropout rates relative to 

raw control mean 
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and math. The Ministry should 

consider providing additional 

incentives for students to prepare for 

and do well on the test. For instance, 

assigning a score to the exam or 

providing recognition (e.g. exam 

certification)xv could lead to higher 

scores. The Ministry could also offer 

students additional support to prepare 

for the test.xvi 

• Engage parents: Our results suggest 

that the ‘rules of thumb’ for principals 

seem to have no effect on student 

dropout rates. We recommend 

exploring other potential solutions 

such as engaging parents to increase 

student performance and reduce 

dropout rates. There is some evidence 

to suggest that student performance 

can be improved by providing more 

support to students and engaging their 

parents proactively.xvii  

• Leverage supervisors: Early 

fieldwork suggested that school 

supervisors are not proactively 

supporting schools and lack guidance 

from the Ministry. We recommend 

exploring ways in which supervisors 

can regularly make in-depth visits to 

schools and support principals. For 

instance, the Ministry could potentially 

target school visits on the basis of 

dropout rates or exam scores.  

Lastly, given the results also show an increase 

in the student dropout rate, although that 

increase is not statistically significant, we 

recommend further research into whether this 

type of intervention could increase dropout 

rates, and suggest the Ministry monitor this 

closely for any future initiatives. 

 

 

08 / Capacity building 

The ‘rules of thumb’ trial raised particular 

interest from MINEDUC staff on behavioural 

insights and its application within public policy. 

We interviewed Alan Palala, Coordinator of the 

Outreach Unit, who has worked with us from 

the beginning and has led the projects within 

DIGEDUCA. 

Alan Palala, Outreach Unit Coordinator 

During our interview, Alan expressed that 

different people and entities have been 

positively surprised with the ‘rules of thumb’ 

trial. First, the team learned about BIT’s 

methodology. "Everyone is very excited about 

how a simple, yet well thought-out intervention 

had such a huge impact." 

Alan explained that BIT’s methodology has 

transformed the way they propose and 

evaluate interventions within DIGEDUCA. "As 

an office, we have adopted a more evidence-

based approach." He explained that working 

on these projects has made the team question 

their established processes and interventions 

and seek to apply behavioural science and 

evidence-based intervention to a greater 

degree. 

Similarly, the projects have motivated 

MINEDUC staff who were involved in the 

implementation process. "The departments’ 

implementing staff say that, since the project’s 

implementation, they’ve observed a change in 

people... they are very excited to follow up on 

the project this year." 

Finally, Alan mentioned MINEDUC authorities 

have been very satisfied with our trials. "The 

people to whom we have presented the ‘rules 

of thumb’ trial have been impressed at the 

coverage we had in just one fieldwork week." 

This has increased interest in following up with 

trials, scaling and exploring new proposals. 
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09 / Conclusion 

The work of Fryer and others suggests that 

school management can have a crucial effect 

on student performance.xviii However, until 

now, interventions that have been tested to 

improve management practices have been 

relatively resource- and time-intensive (for 

example, Fryer’s intervention entailed 300 

hours of training for participating principals). In 

this project, we trialled an intervention with a 

much lower level of intensity, which included 

only materials with ‘rules of thumb’ guidance 

and a single introductory training session. 

We found that this ‘rules of thumb’ guidance 

was successful at increasing positive 

management practices by principals in 

Guatemalan schools. Principals increased the 

frequency of planning sessions with teachers 

and how often they observed them teaching.  

Our results show an increase in the quality of 

school management that manifests itself 

across a broad range of indicators on 

interactions between teachers and principals. 

Teachers in the treatment groups reported that 

principals provided support more frequently, 

including talking to them about teaching, 

helping them set class objectives, helping 

them adapt their teaching to the level of 

students, and providing support to students 

with difficulties. Teachers were also more 

likely to report that they find their work 

rewarding. However, while we see an impact 

on the behaviour of principals, student 

attainment did not change. 

The results of this project are very promising, 

and we recommend that the Ministry scale up 

the intervention and iterate on its design to 

improve it. If feasible, we would recommend 

increasing the feedback and support that 

principals get when implementing the 

guidance. Principals themselves would likely 

benefit from more planning sessions, 

observations and feedback from Ministry 

officials, much as teachers benefit from the 

same supports from their principals.  
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Annex

Annex 1: Introductory letter from the Ministry (Spanish) 
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Annex 2: Introductory letter from the Ministry (English translation) 
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Annex 3: ‘Rules of thumb’ poster (Spanish version) 
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Annex 4: ‘Rules of thumb’ poster (English translation) 
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Annex 5: Checklist (Spanish version) 
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Annex 6: Checklist (English translation) 
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Annex 7: Photos of introductory sessions
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