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| Recommendations for scaling impact in education 
 

 
Engage diverse stakeholders in the scaling process. 

Why? Actively involving actors from various roles and viewpoints strengthens the scaling process—
bringing in new perspectives, complementary skills, and additional resources and reducing risk 
and fragmentation. 

How? • Explore avenues to combine your funding with financial and in-kind resources from 
government, private sector, and civil society actors to support grantees’ scaling journeys at 
different phases. 

• Consider funder collaboratives and innovative financing mechanisms to help reduce 
fragmentation, disperse risk across partners, and leverage individual organization's specific 
expertise and capacities. 

• Invest in intentional, ongoing, and robust peer learning about scaling among partners and 
grantees within and across countries and regions. This can include providing funding for 
learning coordinators, study visits, virtual learning series, and staff time to participate in peer 
learning.   

• Catalyze and support critical intermediary activities that play an important role in advancing 
scaling but can be difficult to secure financing for otherwise. These can include: 

o Convening diverse actors and the related expenses of reserving space, interpretation 
and translation, catering, and traveling to the location 

o Conducting ongoing and tailored research, documentation, and independent data 
collection 

o Providing access to external scaling expertise and technical assistance 
 

 
Build trust and foster open relationships with grantees. 

Why? Issues such as capacity limitations, mistakes made, and challenges faced can be challenging for 
scaling teams to share frankly with funders, especially in a project-based system in which they are 
incentivized to complete specific activities at pre-determined times and where course correction 
can be viewed as failure or wasted resources, with potential negative ramifications. Scaling is an 
iterative process, and without honest assessment of these constraints and flexibility to address 
them, they can become a stumbling block for scaling and sustaining impact. 

How? • Foster a culture of open sharing and learning from mistakes with grantees and partners. 
Ensure there are not negative repercussions for groups that share openly. 

• Incentivize reporting not just how money was spent but what was learned and what did not 
work as planned. Ask questions in reporting templates about mistakes made and pivots 
needed. 
 

 
Incentivize cost data collection and analysis at each stage of scaling. 

Why? Cost data and analyses are critical for informing the scaling process. However, lack of data, limited 
resources and expertise, and lack of clarity on their relative importance often mean they get 
deprioritized in scaling processes. Donors have an important role to play in incentivizing cost data 
collection and analysis and providing support to undertake this work at each stage. 
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How? • Incentivize and support grantees to collect detailed cost data at every stage and to conduct 
cost analyses to inform scaling decisions.  

• Provide earmarked financial resources for cost data collection and analysis and access to 
expertise and capacity building.  

• Encourage sharing of cost information among partners to foster greater transparency and 
help move beyond cost data being seen solely as an accountability exercise. 
 

 
Encourage data-driven adaptation and enable flexibility. 

Why? Scaling is not a static process; the approach, strategy, roles, and areas of focus necessarily 
change over time. Adaptations, shifts, and mistakes are expected and essential. Building space 
for candid reflection and continual refinement can facilitate adaptation, but inflexible financing, 
heavy demands on time and capacity, and organizational cultures that discourage sharing 
mistakes can hinder the process. 

How? • Explore ways to link financing to achievement of key milestones and short-term outcomes, 
not just outputs.  

• Allow for adaptations in scaling plans based on data, learning, and changes in the broader 
environment such as crises or political turnover.  

• Support grantees to dedicate space, time, and resources for iterative learning and reflection.  

• Provide funding for testing adaptations and offer opportunities to reallocate funding as 
needed. 

 
Have patience. 

Why? Scaling is a long, complex, and nonlinear journey. A phased approach combined with deliberate 
moments for collaborative reflection and learning is important to break the process into steps, 
navigate changes in the broader landscape, and respond to emerging insights. It is important to 
recognize the long-term nature of scaling and build internal structures and processes accordingly.    

How? • Provide longer-term and more flexible financing to grantees.  

• Fund the collection of longitudinal process data to understand how scaling takes place over 
time.   

• Pay attention to resource needs in the middle-phase of scaling between pilot and national 
scale.  

• Instead of funding a series of short-term projects, use each project cycle to finance 
subsequent phases in the scaling process of a specific initiative or approach.   
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| Research Summary 
These recommendations come from findings from 
the Real-time Scaling Labs project, co-created by the 
Center for Universal Education at the Brookings 
Institution with partner institutions around the world, 
which included four years of participatory, 
qualitative research on the process of scaling in five 
countries. In each location, the scaling lab process 
combined ongoing documentation and analysis of 
the scaling journey with a series of in-person and 
virtual convenings that brought together a diverse 
group of key stakeholders to collectively plan for 
sustainable scale, discuss and reflect on challenges 

and opportunities faced, and develop and test 
adaptations and course corrections to scaling 
strategies through an iterative learning process. 
Data from each lab was collected, analyzed, and 
used in real-time to inform the scaling decisions for 
each initiative, and to develop individual case 
studies detailing the scaling journey during the 
period of the project. Process data and evidence 
were also analyzed across cases to identify 
common trends about how key drivers support the 
scaling process. 

| Where can I find more information? 
 

Scaling impact in education for transformative change:  
Practical recommendations from the Real-time Scaling Labs 

Country Case Studies: 

• Adapting, innovating, and scaling foundational learning: Four lessons 
from scaling Teaching at the Right Level in Botswana 

• Improving children’s reading and math at large scale in Côte d’Ivoire: 
The story of scaling PEC 

• Improving financial literacy skills for young people: Scaling the 
financial education program in Jordan 

• Improving learning and life skills for marginalized children: Scaling the 
Learner Guide Program in Tanzania 

Scaling Tools and Resources: 

• Institutionalization Tracker 

• Scaling Strategy Worksheet 

• Adaptation Tracker 

• Real-time Scaling Lab 
Guidelines 

• Education Scalability 
Checklist 

Project Website: https://www.brookings.edu/project/millions-learning/ 

 

 

 
These recommendations come from the “Scaling impact in education for transformative change: Practical recommendations from the Real-time Scaling Labs” report. 
This report was co-authored (in alphabetical order) by Molly Curtiss Wyss, Maya Elliott, Jenny Perlman Robinson, and Ghulam Omar Qargha, with invaluable assistance 
from Brad Olsen and Katie Portnoy. We are grateful to our CUE colleagues Sara Coffey, Christina Kwauk, Larry Cooley, and Patrick Hannahan for their invaluable 
contributions to the Realtime Scaling Labs project. CUE expresses our deepest gratitude to our Real-time Scaling Lab partners and colleagues, who graciously allowed 
us to learn alongside them and who inspired us with their tireless efforts to ensure all children and young people have access to quality education.  
 
The Brookings Institution is a nonprofit organization devoted to independent research and policy solutions. Its mission is to conduct high-quality, independent research 
and based on that research, to provide innovative, practical recommendations for policymakers and the public. The conclusions and recommendations of any Brookings 
publication are solely those of its author(s), and do not reflect the views or policies of the Institution, its management, its other scholars, or the funders acknowledged 
here.  Brookings recognizes that the value it provides is in its absolute commitment to quality, independence, and impact. Activities supported by its donors reflect this 
commitment. 
 

https://www.brookings.edu/research/adapting-innovating-and-scaling-foundational-learning/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/adapting-innovating-and-scaling-foundational-learning/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/improving-childrens-reading-and-math-at-large-scale-in-cote-divoire/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/improving-childrens-reading-and-math-at-large-scale-in-cote-divoire/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/improving-financial-literacy-skills-for-young-people-scaling-the-financial-education-program-in-jordan/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/improving-financial-literacy-skills-for-young-people-scaling-the-financial-education-program-in-jordan/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/improving-learning-and-life-skills-for-marginalized-children/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/improving-learning-and-life-skills-for-marginalized-children/
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Institutionalization_Assessment_ENG_FINAL.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Scaling_Strategy_Worksheet_Eng.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/BRO_Adaptation_Tracking_ENG.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/RTSL_Guidelines_Eng.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/RTSL_Guidelines_Eng.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/education-plus-development/2021/02/24/planning-for-scale-the-education-scalability-checklist/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/education-plus-development/2021/02/24/planning-for-scale-the-education-scalability-checklist/
https://www.brookings.edu/project/millions-learning/

