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The Why and what of Population-based 

assessments (PBAs) 

• Part of the global movement to measure actual 

learning outcomes of education (for all)

• Also sometimes known as citizen-assessment

• Assess the entire population or children of a certain 

grade range rather than a concentrated population 

that is receiving a certain intervention.

• First widely popularised by ASER India, 2005

• Now widely implemented in India, Pakistan, Mali, 

Senegal and East Africa (Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda)
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The Uwezo reading assessment approach:

• Adapted from ASER India in 2009

• Household-based rather than school-based

• Uses simple tools based on a Primary 2 curriculum: ordinary 

people can understand the findings and conduct the 

assessment themselves 

• Annual and conducted at scale: all children aged 6/7-16 across 

Kenya, Tanzania & Uganda are assessed on basic literacy [and 

numeracy]

• Citizen-led: coordinated by 362 district-based CSOs and done 

by over 20,000 citizen volunteers in 362 districts across EA

• Feedback is instant
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Test Design

• Tests developed by a panel of experts

• Tests have distinct levels 

• Level of difficulty increases in each 

subsequent level

• Easy to define the specific competency level: 

easy to implement by ordinary people
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Literacy Test
•Letter/Sound 

•Word

•Paragraph

•Story

•Comprehension
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How PBAs complement School-based 

Assessents (SBAs)

SBAs

- Targets only those in school

- Delayed or no feedback to 

assessed population

- Mostly pencil and paper, un 

authentic assessment

- No role for non-

professionals (tools usually 

complex)
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PBAs

- HH-based nature reaches 

the out-of-school

- Instant feedback to target 

population

- Authentic assessment (iii)

- Simple tool that can be 

administered by ordinary 

people



• Those in boarding schools, 

street children and in mobile 

communities not assessed

• Expensive to implement 

(though sustainable as a 

bottom-up approach)

• May be regarded very basic: 
(but Grade level expectations 

cannot be met unless we fix the 

fundamentals!)
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Gaps in PBAs



Finally…

• It is not either PBAs or SBAs. Each plays a 

distinct role in assessing learning outcomes

• The two can co-exist

• Devise ways of lowering the cost of PBAs 

without compromising quality (How Uwezo is 

doing it in 2014)
– Reduced sample size in Uganda and Tanzania

– Experimenting with 3 models of volunteer training e.g. 30 

volunteers trained for 2 days…
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