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Abstract 

Amid growing concern over a global learning crisis, foundational literacy and numeracy (FLN) has 

become a central policy priority in low- and middle-income countries. Despite its widespread 

adoption, FLN remains loosely defined, and little is known about how it is understood by actors 

responsible for implementation. This paper examines how frontline policy actors in India interpret 

FLN following the launch of a major national policy initiative. Drawing on semi-structured 

interviews with 52 teachers, principals, and middle-tier bureaucrats across two states, alongside 

observations of their day-to-day activities, policy meetings and trainings, the study applies a policy 

sensemaking lens to analyze how FLN is defined, interpreted, and discussed in practice. The 

findings show that ambiguity in global and national policy texts translates into narrow 

understandings of FLN among frontline actors, centered on reading fluency and procedural 

arithmetic. Beyond definitions, FLN is predominantly interpreted in form-focused ways, 

emphasizing activities, materials, and teaching aids rather than pedagogical purpose or 

subject-specific learning. Consequently, FLN reforms are enacted as an additional set of tasks 

layered onto existing literacy and numeracy practice rather than as an instructional reorientation. 

The paper argues that FLN functions as a floating signifier, mobilizing consensus while masking 

interpretive incoherence, and highlights the importance of attending to frontline sensemaking in 

learning-focused education reforms in LMICs. 

 

1. Introduction 

Amid recent claims of a ‘global learning crisis’, major global education stakeholders have 

prioritized achieving children’s foundational literacy and numeracy (FLN) as an urgent goal [1]. 

Commonly understood as the ability to read simple texts and perform arithmetic calculations, 

FLN has rapidly become a dominant indicator of education quality and a focal point of reform in 

many low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). Despite being seen as “concrete and 
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measurable enough to be both actionable and provide a much-needed metric” for accountability 

in global education [1, p. 1), FLN is only a recent term in global education discourse that 

continues to have no clear or consistent definition [2]. 

​ Studies of FLN programs or policies often prioritize what works, focusing on the impact 

of interventions on learning outcomes [e.g. 3; 4; 5]. Far less attention has been paid to FLN as a 

policy idea – specifically, to how different actors understand and interpret the term when it is 

mobilized in reform agendas. This gap matters for three reasons. First, policy implementation is 

shaped by interpretation: how actors make sense of policy ideas influences how reforms are 

enacted [6; 7; 8; 9]. Second, although prioritizing FLN is assumed to produce a coherent 

systemic focus on learning [10; 11], divergent understandings of what FLN entails may instead 

generate incoherence. Third, a policy’s language plays a central role in how it is promoted or 

operationalized [12; 13; 7]. While FLN is a relatively new term in global education parlance, it 

describes competencies long discussed under labels like ‘basic reading and math’, ‘fundamental 

literacy and numeracy’, ‘minimum learning levels’, etc. We therefore know little about what is 

gained or lost in interpretation, when a new, ambiguously-defined term like FLN is introduced to 

organize educational reform. 

​ This paper investigates: How do frontline policy actors in India understand and interpret 

FLN as a policy idea? The Indian government declared attaining universal FLN as an “urgent 

national priority” [14] and launched one of the world’s largest FLN initiatives in 2021 named 

NIPUN. In the wake of this launch, based on semi-structured interviews with 52 frontline actors 

across two states and extensive observations of policy meetings and trainings, I investigate how 

they make sense of FLN. These ‘frontline policy actors’ include street-level bureaucrats [15] like 

teachers and principals, as well as middle-tier bureaucrats like regional or district officials [16]. 
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Beyond an analysis of how they define FLN directly, I examine the descriptors, language, and 

ideas they use to discuss FLN as a policy idea in their daily activities. 

​ I find that the vague conceptualization of FLN in global and national policy texts 

translates into narrow, procedural notions of literacy and numeracy among frontline actors, rather 

than substantive ideas. Not only was the term FLN used to denote a variety of perceived changes, 

but FLN policies1 were also understood in predominantly form-focused ways, foregrounding 

activities, materials, and teaching aids rather than shifts in literacy or numeracy instruction. This 

resulted in FLN becoming an additional thing to do on top of existing school activities. By 

foregrounding frontline interpretations, this study highlights the limits of mobilizing FLN as a 

policy imperative without attending to how its meanings get constructed in implementation. In 

doing so, it shows how policymaking around ambiguous catchwords can exacerbate incoherence 

between reform aspirations and practice in LMICs. 

 

2. Literature review 

2.1. FLN and the global learning crisis 

A growing focus on education quality [17] and the expansion of large-scale assessments in the 

2000s [18] revealed that millions of children in LMICs were attending school without acquiring 

basic skills, giving rise to the discourse of a ‘global learning crisis’ [e.g. 19]. This crisis spurred 

an emphasis on foundational literacy and numeracy (FLN), justified by claims that these skills 

are prerequisites for further learning [2] and drivers of human capital outcomes [20]. Despite 

concerns about narrowing learning to a narrow set of skills [21], FLN has become the dominant 

metric of education quality in global education discourse [1].  

1 The term ‘FLN policies’ is used here onwards in the manuscript to collectively refer to the various guidelines, 
programs, and strategies under the NIPUN mission in India. 
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​ Evidence on FLN-focused instructional interventions, like Teaching at the Right Level 

(TaRL) and structured pedagogy, positions them among the most effective and cost-efficient 

reforms [3; 4; 5], leading to national-scale adoption across several LMICs. FLN-centered 

policies have also been associated with other improved schooling outcomes like continued 

enrolment [22; 23], reinforcing calls for a coherent, system-wide focus on FLN [11]. This 

advocacy rests on two assumptions. First, FLN represents a commonsensical prerequisite for 

learning despite limited conceptual clarity about what it entails [24]. Most of the discourse 

around FLN centers its foundational component more than its literacy and numeracy 

components. Second, FLN is positioned as a simple, universally intelligible indicator that can be 

readily understood and supported by diverse stakeholders [1]. 

​ Yet, these assumptions obscure important gaps. Educational policymaking in LMICs 

often prioritizes reform design and outcomes over implementation processes [25; 26], leaving a 

limited understanding of what a focus on FLN looks like in practice. While scholars advocate for 

‘simple, doable’ indicators like FLN instead of trying to do too much [23; 27], systemic 

complexity and variations in actor sensemaking may complicate this agenda. Calls for systemic 

coherence around FLN [11] overlook the possibility that actors may prioritize FLN while holding 

divergent understandings of what it means, undermining policy implementation. For a rapidly 

formalized but inconsistently defined policy idea like FLN, it remains unclear whether a 

policy-level coherent focus on it translates into coherence in practice and stakeholder 

understanding. This study sheds light on this unexplored dimension.   

2.2. Policy implementation in LMICs 

Scholarship on education policy implementation in LMICs often focus on factors shaping the 

capacity of policy actors. One strand examines non-school or middle-tier bureaucrats [16], who 
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provide administrative or instructional support in education systems. Adopting a 

behavioral-institutional lens, this literature emphasizes bureaucrats’ dispositions and institutional 

norms as key determinants of implementation capacity. Studies highlight, for instance, 

bureaucrats’ perceptions of powerlessness within hierarchical systems [28], systemic apathy 

toward change [29], entrenched cultures of rule-bound compliance [30], and competing priorities 

within education systems [31; 32].  

A second body of scholarship examines how teachers engage with reforms in LMICs. 

Teachers’ capacity to adopt instructional change is constrained by their working conditions, 

including poor infrastructure, heavy workloads, and tight surveillance [33; 34]. Additionally, 

they interpret novel teaching reforms through existing cultural beliefs, values, and practices [35; 

36]. Research on global reform ideas, like learner-centered pedagogy (LCP), show how these are 

recontextualized in LMICs [37; 38; 39]. In India, LCP has often conflicted with dominant views 

of knowledge transmission [40; 41], leading teachers – without adequate support and knowledge 

– to interpret reforms superficially as calls to ‘do activities’, rather than as shifts in their 

underlying beliefs about learning [42; 43].  

This study contributes to both literatures by foregrounding interpretation as a central but 

underexamined dimension of policy implementation in LMICs. Behavioral-institutional research 

has paid limited attention to how bureaucrats make sense of policy ideas, while studies of teacher 

sensemaking in LMICs have not examined this dimension specifically within the current global 

emphasis on FLN. Addressing these gaps, this study examines how teachers, principals, and 

middle-tier bureaucrats interpret FLN as a policy idea. By focusing on sensemaking, it 

demonstrates how global policy catchwords translate unevenly into practice in LMICs and 
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challenges assumptions that FLN functions as a simple, universally-understood indicator capable 

of driving educational quality. 

 

3. Conceptual approach 

3.1. Policy interpretation and sensemaking 

Interpretation is critical to policy implementation: actors must make sense of what a policy idea 

means in order to prioritize, adapt, or disregard it in their contexts [7; 9]. New policy ideas don’t 

replace existing ones but get refracted through actors’ prior beliefs, knowledge, and worldviews 

[see also 6]. This is part of actors’ sensemaking – selecting information, drawing meanings from 

it, and acting on them [44]. As such, the meaning of a policy idea is not a given, but actively 

constructed by individuals [7].  

​ Spillane et al. [45] outline a cognitive framework which identifies three dimensions that 

shape policy interpretations. First, one’s individual cognition – prior knowledge, values, and 

beliefs – inform the meaning they draw from a policy. Second, interpretation of policy ideas may 

also depend on situated contexts – organizational or professional norms, interpersonal 

interactions and discussions, practical considerations, etc. [e.g. 8; 46]. Third, sensemaking can 

also be shaped by visible policy representations or cues that suggest what problems a reform 

seeks to address, how, and what it prioritizes in doing so [e.g. 43; 47]. Unlike behavioral 

approaches that focus only on what actors do, this cognitive lens explains how the meanings 

actors construct inform their actions.  

Research from U.S. contexts illustrate the importance of interpretation in pedagogical 

reforms. Actors who develop form-focused interpretations of a new pedagogy (centered on 

activities, materials, assessments, etc.) instead of a function-focused interpretation (centered on 
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purpose, epistemic reorientation, skill, etc.) were likely to support and enact only superficial 

changes and not deeper, holistic ones in instruction [7; 9]. Applying this analytic focus on 

sensemaking and interpretation to the context of FLN, this study uncovers the various meanings 

frontline actors draw when it is prioritized as a policy idea.  

3.2. Floating signifiers 

A floating signifier is a term whose meaning remains indeterminate, enabling it to circulate 

across contexts without being fixed to a single definition [48]. Its power lies in its malleability: 

different actors can project their own interpretations onto it while treating it as universally 

meaningful [49]. This vagueness does not make the term empty; rather, it enables the signifier to 

host multiple, even conflicting, meanings while retaining an appearance of broad relevance. Such 

openness allows it to operate as a point of consensus, generating support without demanding 

conceptual precision [49]. Consequently, floating signifiers often legitimize policy positions not 

through definitional clarity but through their capacity to appear meaningful to everyone while 

committing to nothing specific. I use this concept to explain how FLN circulates as a policy idea 

in practice and discourse. As the findings will show, while FLN appears to provide coherence as 

a policy priority, its meanings vary widely across actors – often in ways that reproduce existing 

educational practices. 

 

4. Methods 

Epistemologically, this study views language as the medium through which sensemaking occurs 

and policy understanding develops. Building on Ball’s [50] notion of policy as text, I approach 

FLN as a policy term whose meanings are produced through processes of encoding and decoding 

rather than fixed definition. Policymakers present FLN as an open-ended concept, offering little 



8 
 

definitional clarity and inviting multiple interpretations through selective policy cues. Language 

thus becomes both the vehicle for policymakers’ intentions and the means through which actors 

construct meaning [12; 51]. While policy language may suggest particular meanings, actors often 

ascribe partial or divergent ones [9; 13]. Accordingly, this study analyzes how policy actors talk 

about FLN as an entry point into their understanding. Given sensemaking is a complex 

individual process, I use qualitative methods to study it.  

4.1. Design, sites, and sample 

This study draws on data from a larger project on FLN implementation in two Indian states – 

Haryana and Jharkhand. Although these states differ in socioeconomic conditions, education 

indicators, and learning outcomes, their FLN policies closely mirrored national NIPUN mission 

guidelines and were grounded in similar theories of change – including the problem narrative of 

a ‘learning crisis’ and the use of structured pedagogy, data-driven accountability, and frequent 

monitoring to achieve FLN outcomes.  

This paper’s inquiry is driven by a multiple case study or a collective case study design 

[52]. This involves the investigation of a complex phenomenon – in this case the frontline 

interpretations of FLN – across multiple sites, in order to generate deeper insights than what a 

single case might provide. Collective case studies often are used to gain greater external validity 

and generalizability than single or ‘bounded’ case studies [53], as the selection of cases is 

informed by the purpose of maximizing learning rather than achieving representativeness. I did 

not aim to comparatively examine different sites and explain variations between them; instead, I 

wanted to notice similar patterns across them in relation to the phenomenon of interest.  

​ In each state, I conducted preliminary observations and informal interviews in 4-5 

randomly-selected schools. Subsequently, I identified one school per state where I noticed 
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high-levels of support for the state’s FLN policies among teachers and principals, but little 

changes in day-to-day instructional practices. Hypothesizing actor sensemaking of FLN as the 

factor causing this striking gap, I categorized these two schools as focal sites for in-depth 

analysis of my phenomenon of interest and treated the rest as supplementary school sites. All 

teachers and principals in focal schools were included as participants in the first round of data 

collection. I also identified middle-tier bureaucrats involved in communicating FLN policies for 

these schools – such as cluster resource persons, block education officers, and district teacher 

trainers. I recruited several of them through convenience and snowball sampling. A second data 

collection round (guided by insights gained from focal contexts) expanded to supplementary sites 

to both rule out idiosyncrasies as well as to deepen the preliminary insights. The final sample 

comprised 52 participants (Table 1), spread across nine schools in four districts (two semi-urban 

ones in Haryana and two predominantly rural ones in Jharkhand). Participants’ median age was 

41 years, with their teaching or administrative experiences ranging from 2-26 years.  

Table 1: Participant sample 

State Teachers  Principals Block/cluster 

bureaucrats 

District 

bureaucrats 

Overall Sample 

Haryana 10 4 7 2 23 

Jharkhand 15 5 5 4 29 

Total 25 9 12 6 52 

Male/female 13/12 8/1 4/8 4/2 29/23 
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4.2. Data collection and analysis 

Following IRB approval, I conducted fieldwork between 2023 and 2025, after the rollout of state 

FLN policies (2021-22). Data collection occurred in two phases. In the first, I conducted 

semi-structured interviews with teachers, principals, and local bureaucrats (n = 18) in focal sites, 

alongside observations in classrooms, schools, government offices, and training or monitoring 

settings. Interviews focused on three components: 1) awareness of and reactions to FLN policies; 

2)  definitions and understanding of FLN; and 3) perceived changes in roles and practices. 

During observations, I documented instances where actors used the term FLN in their day-to-day 

activities, recording both verbatim quotes and their discursive context.  

Preliminary analysis revealed inconsistency and ambiguity in how FLN was defined and 

discussed, prompting a second data collection phase. Follow-up interviews in focal sites focused 

further on three aspects: the descriptors and terms used to talk about FLN; probing what actors 

meant by them; and how they envisioned teaching and learning in pursuit of FLN goals. 

Interviews in supplementary sites incorporated select probes from the focal interviews and were 

more targeted on actor sensemaking. All interviews were conducted in Hindi, lasted 30-90 

minutes, and followed written consent procedures. To contextualize interview data, I also 

analyzed state policy guidelines, circulars, memos, teacher handbooks, and training manuals – 

artifacts that contained FLN-related language commonly referenced by participants. 

All data was analyzed in ATLAS.ti, with coding conducted in Hindi to preserve linguistic 

nuances; translations were made only for excerpts cited here. As the solo investigator, I used a 

detailed, iterative codebook to enhance coding reliability – listing down clear definitions, 

examples, and non-examples for each code, while also refining codes, recoding data segments, 

and maintaining a coding log which documented all coding decisions [54]. Analysis unfolded in 
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two stages, informed by policy sensemaking literature [e.g. 7]. First, I examined actors’ 

definitions of FLN in relation to policy documents, identifying overlaps and divergences in how 

FLN was framed (e.g., as competencies or pedagogy). Second, I conducted in vivo and inductive 

coding of recurrent descriptors (e.g., activity, textbooks) to examine how their meanings varied 

across actors. To strengthen trustworthiness, I triangulated interview findings with observational 

data and retained only consistent patterns. Lastly, for validity, I conducted member checks with 

focal participants, wherein I shared my interpretations of how they understood FLN. The 

findings below are organized to reflect this analytic progression – from definitions, to discourse, 

and finally to the underlying conceptions of teaching and learning associated with FLN. 

4.3. Researcher positionality 

My fieldwork in Haryana and Jharkhand was shaped by the advantages and constraints of my 

social identity. As a Hindi-speaking, privileged-caste man working in deeply patriarchal and 

caste-stratified contexts, I gained access to schools and communities that might have been closed 

to others. My previous experience as a schoolteacher in India often positioned me as an insider 

during fieldwork, encouraging participants – especially educators – to speak with an ease 

reserved for someone who felt ‘one of their own’. Yet my affiliation with an elite foreign 

university simultaneously marked me as an outsider, leading some participants to question my 

motives or limit what they shared. My pedagogical background as a teacher and graduate 

training allowed me to push conversations beyond surface-level articulations of FLN and to 

interrogate participants’ reasoning in ways central to this study of sensemaking. This also shaped 

my analytic evaluations of participant perspectives on teaching and learning as deep or 

superficial, etc. During data collection and analysis, recognizing my own skepticism toward FLN 
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policies as a critical education scholar, I worked deliberately to identify and retain data that 

complicated or contradicted my assumptions. 

 

5. Findings 

I present my findings over three sections, where each builds on the prior. First, I show how the 

policy idea of FLN is understood by frontline actors in India, amid the backdrop of the term 

being inconsistently defined in global and national contexts. Arguing that a mere recall of FLN’s 

definition is not sufficient to understand an actor’s interpretation of the term, I then highlight the 

most common ways in which actors describe or explain it in their work and discourse. Finally, I 

zoom into these descriptions to reveal the ways in which FLN is interpreted and made sense of. 

5.1. Definitions 

5.1.1. Inconsistencies on paper 

What counts as ‘basic’ or ‘foundational’ in learning is fluid, shifting with global and local 

priorities [e.g. 55]. Despite the prioritization of FLN in the global education agenda, the term has 

“no consentaneous, technical definition” [2, p.4] – resulting in inconsistencies in how it is 

framed. One such inconsistency involves the interchangeable use of FLN and ‘foundational 

learning’ by international organizations and global stakeholders. Even though the latter includes 

“basic literacy, numeracy, and transferable skills such as socio-emotional skills” [56], policies 

and programs center FLN more [e.g. 1] – narrowing the focus to measurable reading and 

arithmetic skills, while overlooking other important transferable skills [57; 58]. 

​ Another inconsistency involves which skills are considered as FLN. Definitions of FLN 

often reflect the scope of the respective assessments that claim to measure them. For instance, in 

UNICEF’s MICS [59] evaluations, foundational reading is evaluated as the ability to “read 90 
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per cent of the words in the text and correctly answer questions related to the story, interpreting 

and inferring the information contained therein.” Similarly, foundational numeracy includes 

“number recognition… number discrimination… simple addition, and pattern recognition using 

sequences of numbers” (p. 13).  In contrast, ASER – one of India’s most popular learning 

assessments – defines FLN as the “ability to read letters, words, Std I level and Std II level text” 

and “recognise single-digit numbers, double-digit numbers, subtract and divide” [60, p. 320]. 

Although both claim to assess FLN, they evaluate very different competencies, revealing how 

conceptions of FLN are shaped by measurement priorities and constraints. As such, FLN is not 

simply measured by these assessments; instead what these assessments measure becomes FLN. 

The absence of a singular definition of FLN translates into similar ambiguities in national 

policy discourses. India’s National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 declared the achievement of 

universal FLN by 2026–27 an “urgent national priority” [14, p. 8]. Yet Table 2 shows how the 

NEP, the NIPUN Mission launched in 2021 to achieve FLN goals, and the Central Board of 

Secondary Education (CBSE) define, for example, foundational numeracy. 

Table 2: Definitions of foundational numeracy  

NEP 2020 [14] “the ability to carry out basic addition and subtraction with 

Indian numerals” (p. 8) 

NIPUN Mission [61] “the ability to reason and to apply simple numerical concepts 

in daily life problem solving” (p. 19) 

CBSE [62] “being able to have ‘number sense’. Identify numbers; 

Discriminate between numbers; Find missing numbers; Solve 

addition problems; Solve subtraction problems; Solve word 
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problems” 

 

These definitions within official documents reveal inconsistencies in the skills emphasized (e.g., 

“carry out basic addition” vs. “solve addition problems”), missing components (e.g., the absence 

of “daily life problem solving”), and vague catchwords like “number sense” or “ability to 

reason.” State policy documents further reflect these variations: Haryana defines foundational 

literacy in detail – covering oral language, decoding, fluency, comprehension, and writing – 

whereas Jharkhand offers a simplified version emphasizing comprehension and expression 

through listening, speaking, reading, and writing.  

​ In sum, FLN lacks a coherent definition across contexts, documents, and institutions. As 

with many policy catchwords, the term remains vague [50]. However, one common narrative 

connects its vague definitions: that any learning in advanced grades is dependent on and cannot 

be achieved without mastering FLN. The ambiguity of its definition but the consistent narrative 

of its ‘foundational’ nature makes FLN a floating signifier [48; 49]. This allows FLN to remain a 

focus area by consensus, despite having no shared definition. While Authors [24] have 

previously examined the use of FLN as a floating signifier to legitimize policy agendas, the 

following sections illustrate its floating nature in practice. 

5.1.2. Frontline understanding 

Most initial responses, when I asked frontline actors what FLN was, were usually vague. For 

instance, a teacher explained that​  

FLN means buniyaadi saksharta aur sankhyagyaan [Hindi for foundational literacy and 

numeracy]. This includes those things that children should be able to do at a minimum. The 

basics… like let’s get them to learn at least this much. 
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Such a response reflected the simple recall of the policy term or phrase, as well as the ‘floating’ 

nature of how FLN was defined. While actors did not specify any particular competencies when 

asked about what they understood by FLN, they would often bring up how FLN was 

foundational or a minimum prerequisite for learning. As such, even without a clear definition, 

the term was not completely devoid of meaning. 

​ When directly probed about the skills which they felt were part of FLN, most actors 

described them in terms of three broad skills – reading (padhna), writing (likhna), and maths 

(ganit). These skills were spoken about by some in relation to grade levels. 

A child should be able to read one or two words, and then in grade 2, they should be able to read 

a sentence of three words, four words. By the end of grade 3, read complete sentences, like that. 

(District Official) 

FLN basically tells us by which grade, how much literacy a child should have; how much they 

should be able to read and write and know numbers. (Teacher trainer) 

These actors defined FLN in terms of skills corresponding to grade levels, closely reflecting the 

organization of FLN goals or targets (lakshyas) that the states had drafted. In both Haryana and 

Jharkhand, these FLN goals were communicated to education offices, schools, and classrooms 

through a variety of print media –  like posters to be hung on walls of classrooms and offices or 

individual handouts distributed during trainings. The intention behind continuously circulating 

the state’s FLN goals through such print media was to “have these targets at everyone’s 

fingertips” (District official). This seemed to have been effective in a crude way, as several actors 

I interviewed used the language of FLN goals on these materials or referred to them when 

describing what FLN meant. 

​ While the ability of actors to recall FLN as grade-level competencies in reading and math 

reflected their awareness and familiarity with the policy guidelines, two specific inconsistencies 
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came up. First, with respect to foundational literacy, most frontline actors spoke mainly about 

reading fluently. 

I think the main idea is that by grade 3, children should be able to read well. Without any 

hesitation, without any pause, they should be able to read their books (Principal) 

FLN is nothing but ensuring children know reading, writing, and math. I mean, they should be 

able to read continuously and smoothly, not with pauses here and there. (Teacher) 

While a few actors described foundational literacy in terms of both fluency and comprehension, 

like described in state policy documents, most emphasized fluency alone. This likely reflects 

cultural notions of reading mastery in India, centered on fluent recitation, as well as the NIPUN 

mission’s reliance on formative assessments that prioritize words read per minute, modeled on 

tools like ASER and EGRA [see for e.g. 63]. Notably, actors rarely discussed what children 

should read, closely reflecting the ambiguity created by policy documents that refer to ‘simple 

texts’ without clarifying what qualifies as simple. 

​ Second, the inconsistency of foundational numeracy’s definitions in policy texts (Table 2) 

was matched by how actors described it in their responses. Instead of mentioning policy text 

catchwords like ‘number sense’ or ‘problem solving’, actors simply defined foundational 

numeracy in terms of arithmetic operations.  

…like I mean they figure out how to add and subtract, at least that much they should be able to 

do. (Block official) 

The basic competencies in foundational numeracy are about operations, like multiply, add, divide, 

and subtract… (Teacher) 

In describing foundational numeracy, children’s ability to add and subtract were not described as 

conceptual mastery, but as procedural fluency. In other words, when actors defined foundational 

numeracy in terms of arithmetic operations, they referred to children being able to solve discrete, 
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decontextualized arithmetic sums using procedural approaches like the ‘column method’. Akin to 

the framing of FLN goals, their interpretations were significantly more outcome-focused than 

process-focused; foundational numeracy meant children being able to “add two numbers” (in 

terms of calculating their sum), irrespective of how they did so. Amid this, reasoning about 

numbers or applying mathematical ideas to real life – which were key focus areas in some policy 

documents – were not brought up. 

In sum, I find that the inconsistency in how FLN is defined in global and national policy 

texts corresponds to a loose, generic understanding among frontline actors – centering narrowly 

on reading fluency and procedural arithmetic. I suggest that these interpretations are a function 

of the vague conceptualization of FLN in policy; the ambiguity in policy texts enables selective, 

narrower interpretations based on ideas or skills that actors already assume as basic or 

foundational. At the same time, these interpretations are also a function of the policies’ greater 

focus on FLN outcomes than processes; actors understood FLN in terms of simple, visible 

student skills like reading without stopping or adding two numbers, rather than more complex, 

less visible skills like comprehension or numerical reasoning.  

5.2. Discourses and Descriptors 

During the first phase of data collection and analysis, I noticed that while frontline actors defined 

FLN as certain competencies children should possess, they used the term FLN more broadly in 

their daily conversations and practice. Often, FLN became a shorthand for speaking about tasks, 

changes, or developments brought about by the NIPUN mission’s guidelines. In Table 3, I list 

three such discursive categories. As shown, despite being defined as academic goals, the term 

FLN is used by frontline actors in relation to a range of aspects. Often the same person would 

use FLN to talk about different things at different times.  
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Table 3: Usage of FLN in actor discourse 

FLN spoken about as: Examples 

Pedagogy “The way teachers used to teach before was not that good. But these FLN 

methods are great; they have led to improvement.” 

“Some schools have done well. There, the teachers are using FLN in class 

everyday, doing activities.” 

“FLN is child-centered. Like if you want to teach numbers, you use sticks 

or stones that children have access to.” 

Policy/ Program “There have been many changes since FLN began. Slowly, we might start 

seeing results.”  

“How can we keep supporting the implementation of FLN at the ground 

level?” 

Curriculum “We have a state board textbook, and now we also have an FLN 

workbook.”  

“The FLN books that have come… really like them… students do it by 

themselves.” 

 

Even though actors had defined FLN in terms of reading and arithmetic goals, their usage 

of the term in regular discourse indicated that they associated more meanings to it than just 

competencies. The examples in Table 3 illustrate some of these additional meanings. FLN’s 

discursive use suggested that actors linked it with some new kind of pedagogies or instructional 

practices (pedagogy), with a set of policy changes that were implemented (policy/program), or 
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with a particular academic domain or subject area with its own textbooks and curricular sequence 

(curriculum).  

Not only were these additional meanings evident in actors’ discourses, but they were also 

visible in their day-to-day practices. For instance, during classroom observations, I noticed that 

teachers would allocate a separate time to teach FLN than the usual literacy and numeracy slots 

in timetables. Similarly, school actors treated FLN workbooks as a separate syllabus to cover 

beyond the regular Hindi and mathematics syllabi. Some bureaucrats discussed FLN-related 

monitoring or visits separately from regular school observations. In general, even though the 

ongoing focus on basic reading and math as part of the FLN mission was not new in Indian 

education [64], frontline actors spoke about FLN in relation to an innovative or novel change. I 

surmised that these peculiarities of implementation – where FLN was treated or spoken about 

differently than the regular literacy and numeracy programming –  were a result of not simply 

what actors defined FLN as, but how they made sense of and understood FLN.  Thus, for quotes 

like “the teachers are using FLN in class everyday” or “there have been many changes since FLN 

began” (Table 3), I wanted to uncover the underlying meanings of FLN in their responses – what 

actors perceived teachers to be using in class or what they felt had begun respectively. This 

underscored the need to probe beneath the language actors used to describe FLN and surface the 

ideas that persisted in their sensemaking – insights that informed the second round of data 

collection.  

Subsequently, I began by identifying the common descriptors that frontline actors used 

while discussing FLN, FLN policies, or their implementation. Figure 1 shows the five most 

frequently used descriptors, identified in vivo, by actors in my overall sample (N = 52). The 

proportion of these descriptor frequencies among actors was roughly the same in both states. 
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Figure 1: Common descriptors for FLN used by percentage of participants 

 

Almost three-fifths of actors used activity while describing FLN or FLN policies. In fact, 

frontline actors were roughly twice as likely to use activity or teaching and learning materials 

(TLMs) to talk about FLN policies, than what most of them defined FLN as – skills. Drawing on 

Kolodner [65], Spillane [7] describes such descriptors used by actors as ‘cognitive hooks’ or 

labels that they use to hold their key ideas about reforms. In other words, frontline actors in this 

case associated FLN policies mostly with classroom activities or teaching aids, and viewed the 

changes brought upon by policies mostly in terms of those. This finding is consistent with those 

from studies of prior reforms in Indian education [e.g. 43], where school-based actors tend to 

interpret policies in terms of potential pedagogical changes – especially the use of teaching aids. 

One explanation for this is that actors in India are deeply embedded in a particular cultural model 

of learning – marked by rote-, repetition-, and lecture-centered instruction without any aids – 

which shapes their prevalent view of classroom practice [42; 66; 67]. Any potential challenges to 
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this model, even if they are a minor part of a broader policy, tend to get foregrounded as the 

aspect through which the novelty of the reform is understood. 

Two key patterns emerge from Figure 1. Firstly, the frequency of  descriptors shows that 

actors were more likely to associate FLN and FLN policies with more concrete, tangible ideas 

than abstract ones. Classroom activities, TLMs, and books were more readily visible ideas than 

pedagogical practices or student competencies. While in terms of the policy framing, the core 

narrative was the mastery of certain competencies, actors held on more to concrete policy signals 

[7; 9; 43] in making sense of what the policies were about or trying to do. In the case of the 

NIPUN missions, not only was a large chunk of the budget spent on developing TLMs, but the 

distribution of these materials – teaching aids, student workbooks, and teacher guidebooks – was 

the primary evidence of the policies for frontline actors [68], and thus, a key influence on their 

interpretations.  

Secondly, while the FLN policies themselves were focused on outcomes, frontline actors 

brought up inputs (like textbooks or materials) more frequently while discussing them. This was, 

perhaps, in alignment with a conventional bureaucratic skew in education towards input 

provision, rather than the quality of services or the resulting outcomes [10; 69]. In India, 

frontline bureaucrats are often incentivized not for the quality of services they provide, but for 

how well they follow mandates and rigid guidelines [28; 30]. In the case of FLN policies in 

Haryana and Jharkhand, as I observed in district- and block-level administrative meetings, 

bureaucrats were appreciated more for their distribution of materials to schools in time, number 

of monitoring visits, etc. than for the instructional changes, quality of feedback, or improved 

learning outcomes as a result of those. As a result, such input-related tasks were the basis of how 

they understood and discussed the reforms. 
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Similar to Spillane [7], I argue that while these descriptors reveal which aspects of FLN 

policies stuck most with frontline actors, they do not fully capture their interpretations. For 

instance, a term like activity might be mentioned frequently, but it was not clear what actors 

envisioned when they associated it with FLN. To further understand how FLN was made sense 

of, it was thus imperative to probe beyond these descriptors and examine what actors meant 

when they used them. 

5.3. Meanings and Interpretations 

Analyzing what frontline actors meant by the descriptors they used showed that although they 

were familiar with the FLN learning goals, they largely associated the policies with discrete, 

surface-level changes in classroom practice. A predominantly form-focused understanding was 

evident across actor responses. In his analysis of changes in mathematics instruction in the U.S., 

Spillane [7] distinguishes between form-focused interpretations, as those which foreground only 

visible pedagogical features – activities, student work, materials, grouping, and function-focused 

interpretations, that center deeper awareness of the purpose, philosophies, and epistemological 

aspects of a learning reform. Among my participants, explanations of what they understood as 

activities (the most common descriptor) reflected the former. 

Because of FLN, we have been doing more activities… We did not know or do much of that 

before…children learn while playing. [we can teach by] reciting poems. We can do math on the 

beats of music. (Teacher)  

Activity means… like for example in maths, so we can use pebbles, wooden sticks, and all to 

teach. (District official) 

Here, actors see activities solely in terms of their visible ‘form’ (poems, music, counting 

objects), rarely elaborating on their ‘function’ (what knowledge these were meant to build, why 

they might aid learning). Most actors spoke about activities in terms of classroom processes that 
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did not involve ‘chalk-and-talk’. As such, they didn’t see an activity as in service of learning 

objectives, but as a learning objective itself.  

​ A similar understanding appeared in explanations of teaching and learning materials 

(TLMs) and books – the next most-used descriptors.  

If we talk about the materials kit, for language, there are lots of cards with vowels and 

consonants… In math, there are lots of things. Abacus, beads, some blocks. Children can use 

these to learn. (Block official) 

We have a teacher guide (TG) and students have a FLN book, which is a workbook. The TG tells 

us when to teach what, it helps us manage our syllabus… The FLN workbooks have helped a lot 

too. Students learn on their own. Those books have better fonts, nicer images, which makes them 

interested in learning. (Teacher) 

Again, the functional dimension – the rationale for these changes – was largely absent. Actors 

recalled TLMs as lists of objects (cards, beads, blocks), not as designed supports for targeted 

skills. Similarly, the teacher guides and FLN workbooks cited in the second quote were 

distributed as part of the structured pedagogy approach and claimed to be designed according to 

‘scientific’ teaching principles. Yet the teacher didn’t bring up any such pedagogical intentions; 

instead, she made sense of the books only through their form – as a syllabus-like sequence of 

lessons and as practice material with better visual aspects (fonts, images) respectively. 

Beyond these form-focused interpretations, a second pattern I found in actor explanations 

was decontextualized understanding. Although FLN policies target early-grade literacy and math 

competencies, actors' interpretations were generic and centered on student engagement, rather 

than any subject- or skill-specific descriptions.  
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For FLN, it has been basically laid out that no more rote learning or learning from the blackboard. 

Instead, we are to use learning activities, like songs. Children take a lot of interest in these 

activities, they learn much quicker through poems or songs. (Block official) 

Though the official briefly mentioned the function-focused aspects of activity (‘children taking 

interest’, ‘learning quicker’), his description wasn’t tied to either literacy or numeracy. It 

reflected a generalized understanding of using poems or songs to get children to learn, not what 

they could learn as a result. Similarly, a teacher lauded the distributed TLMs: 

The FLN kits and materials that we have got… I mean they are really attractive and interesting… 

children enjoy using them, and are happier learning using them. It creates a lovely environment in 

the classroom, when we distribute them. 

The teacher’s explanation of using TLMs to improve children’s FLN in his classroom does not 

specify which literacy or numeracy skills are aided by these materials. Instead, they are valued 

for creating a ‘happy’ or ‘lovely’ environment. Additionally, the teacher’s characterization of 

their own role as ‘distribution’ suggested that TLM usage was understood as simply providing 

objects as an alternative to chalk-and-talk. This was echoed by others: 

Earlier, it was mostly blackboard learning… But children want something new, creative. Not to 

sit and write in their notebooks all day… And that’s where I feel FLN and its approach have 

given children something new: learning using playing. (Teacher mentor) 

The mentor’s primary takeaway about what the reform was doing centered around a play-based 

teaching approach, instead of any subject-specific approaches. 

One possible reason for the prevalence of these form-focused and decontextualized 

understandings is frontline actors’ lack of knowledge about teaching and learning. While 

administrative bureaucrats in Indian education rarely have substantive pedagogic knowledge 

[28], even teachers and principals lack requisite levels of expertise due to the low quality of 
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in-service professional development [70; 71; 72]. Without the capacity to reason about 

instructional or subject-specific changes of a reform, actors default to interpreting only the 

concrete, visible aspects that contrast with familiar chalk-and-talk routines. A second plausible, 

and related, reason is the way in which FLN policies were designed and represented. NIPUN’s 

implementation prioritized outcomes and quantitative targets while imposing guidelines, with 

almost no participatory planning or deliberations with educators [72]. As such, frontline actors 

had no exposure to the functional dimensions of FLN policies or the intended reorientations in 

literacy and numeracy; instead, reforms were presented to them as the provision of certain inputs 

and systems to achieve stated goals. 

 

6. Discussion 

The 2024 Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) documented improvements in FLN 

outcomes in India, attributing them to a ‘systemic national push’ through state-level FLN 

missions. ASER’s evidence for this push included a majority of schools affirming that they had 

received government directives, teacher training, and funds or materials for FLN [60]. While this 

points to heightened policy visibility and outreach, my findings complicate ASER’s optimistic 

narrative. Although frontline actors recognized FLN as a priority aimed at improving learning 

outcomes, their interpretations of these outcomes were largely procedural (e.g. reading without 

stopping, adding or subtracting, etc.) rather than substantive (e.g. reading with comprehension, 

developing number sense, etc.). As prior research suggests [e.g. 7], such narrow sensemaking 

can undermine meaningful instructional change. In this study, the urgency surrounding FLN 

goals did not translate into shifts in pedagogical mindsets or deeper understandings of teaching 

and learning. 
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Probing beneath actors’ recall of the policy goals reveals that FLN was interpreted as 

more than a focus on literacy or numeracy outcomes. Situated within the growing global 

emphasis on FLN in LMICs, this study provides a novel empirical contribution by highlighting a 

gap between how FLN is conceptualized in policymaking and how it is understood in 

implementation. Using a sensemaking lens [7; 9; 45], I show that FLN was interpreted variously 

(as a new pedagogy, curriculum, etc.), yet consistently detached from subject- or skill-specific 

understandings. Instead, actors focused on the concrete form of reforms (activities, books) rather 

than transformations in practice. These interpretations were strikingly similar across sites, 

suggesting that they were shaped less by local context than by the common framing and design 

of FLN policies in both states. From these findings, I advance four broader arguments about the 

contemporary global focus on FLN.  

First, FLN functions as a floating signifier – a term imbued with significance yet lacking 

a stable definition [49] – across global agendas, policy texts, and actor interpretations. In other 

words, FLN becomes a broad idea or catchword to signify something which is considered urgent 

and essential, and thus, easy to mobilize around. Yet, it has no clear meaning; what is understood 

as FLN varies considerably between actors and institutions, often shaped by measurement 

criteria or assumptions about learning. Though convenient as a metric for the global education 

agenda [1], FLN’s vagueness allows diverse actors to project their own meanings onto it. FLN’s 

apparent universality thus masks significant incoherence in meaning and practice. Celebratory 

narratives that equate FLN prioritization with a system-wide focus on learning warrant 

reconsideration; ambiguity may, in fact, exacerbate fragmentation rather than coherence.​  

​ Second, the design and framing of FLN policies in India exemplify the persistence of 

outcome-oriented reform paradigms in global education, particularly since the SDGs. Scholars 
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and policy elites often assume that setting a small number of clear learning goals will catalyze 

system-wide improvement [11; 23]. My findings suggest otherwise. When outcomes are 

emphasized without sustained attention to teaching-learning processes, reforms produce 

form-focused interpretations that are unlikely to transform practice. Instead, such policies 

become absorbed into input-centric logics, entrenched in LMIC education systems. Frontline 

actors primarily understood FLN through tangible inputs – TLMs, teacher guides, workbooks – 

thereby reinforcing the proceduralism these reforms purported to challenge. Even structured 

pedagogy approaches, promoted as evidence-based solutions for LMICs, were interpreted largely 

through the design and aesthetics of materials rather than their instructional intent, echoing 

findings from other contexts [73]. The absence of a deliberate emphasis on pedagogy within 

outcome-driven FLN policies risks reproducing old patterns under new labels.  

Third, the interpretive inconsistency observed in this study should not be read as a failure 

of frontline actors. Variation in interpretation is expected in complex reforms, as actors make 

sense of policy through existing cognitive frameworks [7; 45]. Instead, I argue that this 

incoherence reflects weak policy design and communication. Ambiguous framing and selective 

prioritization leave actors to infer reform intent from visible signals rather than policy texts, 

which they seldom engage directly with [6]. Consistent with earlier Indian reforms [43; 47; see 

also 55], actors’ sensemaking of FLN policies centered on material distribution, outcome 

monitoring, and prescriptive guides. This raises critical questions about policy design: which 

aspects of reform are made visible, which are obscured, and whether visible signals align with 

intended change. 

Finally, these interpretations call into question the novelty of FLN as a reform agenda in 

India and globally. In India, the so-called ‘systemic push’ toward FLN is manifested mainly 
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through managerial infrastructures – dashboards, data systems, standardized teaching packages – 

rather than radical shifts in pedagogical thinking. Yet actors’ interpretations of FLN continue to 

resemble those associated with earlier reforms in activity-based learning, child-centered 

pedagogy, and improved learning environments [40; 41; 42; 43]. Moreover, the understanding of 

FLN as distinct from existing literacy and numeracy efforts positions it as an additional policy 

burden rather than an improvement of ongoing practice. As Menon [64] argues, recent FLN 

initiatives in India display an apathy toward historical context. Given the limited success of past 

literacy and numeracy reforms in transforming either outcomes or mindsets, packaging FLN 

policies as a novel intervention risks rendering them symbolic rather than substantive [58]. This 

mirrors broader critiques of education policy, where technocratic solutions are often recycled 

without learning from prior failures [e.g. 64]. If the targeted focus on FLN is indeed new, this 

study asks: what, precisely, is new about it?  

This study has several limitations. First, its multiple case study design prioritizes depth 

over generalizability. Besides due to the diversity of contexts in the country, these findings may 

not necessarily extend to other Indian states, as actor interpretations might depend on 

corresponding policy framing and communication. Second, while the study aimed to identify 

recurring patterns across contexts, it was not designed as a comparative analysis; a comparative 

approach may have illuminated more nuanced inter-state differences. Third, the analysis focuses 

on actor interpretation rather than implementation outcomes. While I suggest that sensemaking 

plausibly shapes practice for FLN policies, empirically establishing this link lies beyond the 

scope of this paper. Finally, as a solo-authored study, the data analysis is shaped by my 

positionality and interpretive judgments. Although the coding process was meticulously and 
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transparently documented, alternative readings of the data remain possible. Studies of 

sensemaking are, inevitably, shaped by the researcher’s own sensemaking as well. 

 

7. Conclusion 

This paper examined how frontline actors interpret FLN and shows that, while an emphasis on it 

has increased awareness of learning outcomes, it has not translated into substantive shifts in 

ideas about educational practice. Instead, FLN is largely understood as an additional 

curricular–pedagogical requirement added onto existing literacy and numeracy programming, 

associated with more activities, teaching aids, and engaging materials. Although situated in two 

Indian states, these findings have broader implications for research and policy. 

The global prioritization of FLN is often presented as evidence of coherent mobilization 

around learning. This paper challenges that assumption by showing that FLN operates as a 

floating signifier rather than a shared, stable concept. Future research should more systematically 

examine the extent of interpretive incoherence around FLN across stakeholders and how this 

shapes program design and classroom practice. Building on existing work in India [24], studies 

should also investigate the political, economic, and social conditions under which FLN has 

emerged as a dominant metric across LMICs despite its conceptual ambiguity. Equally important 

is extending this line of inquiry to examine how ground-level interpretations of FLN – as well as 

other learning reforms – mediate implementation, particularly why actor sensemaking continues 

to converge around familiar inputs, tools, and pedagogic forms. 

For policy and practice, these findings underscore the need to take frontline sensemaking 

seriously rather than assuming uniform understanding of policy ideas. Interpretive variation is 

not a deficiency but an inherent feature of implementation and can serve as a productive resource 
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for adaptive policymaking [74; 75]. Coherence is therefore unlikely to emerge through tighter 

monitoring or top-down enforcement alone. Instead, it requires participatory policy design 

processes that surface and engage with actors’ diverse interpretations, enabling greater 

ownership and alignment in sensemaking. Such efforts must be complemented by stronger 

professional development that deepens frontline actors’ knowledge of teaching and learning, as 

well as more meaningful policy communication that articulates not only targets and tasks but the 

intended transformations in educational practice. Ultimately, the effectiveness of 

outcome-focused FLN initiatives will depend less on new administrative structures or slogans 

and more on how policies engage with the interpretive work of the actors who enact them. 

  



31 
 

REFERENCES 

[1] Beeharry, G. (2021). The pathway to progress on SDG 4 requires the global education 
architecture to focus on foundational learning and to hold ourselves accountable for 
achieving it. International Journal of Educational Development, 82, 102375. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2021.102375 

[2] Evans, D. K., & Hares, S. (2021). Should Governments and Donors Prioritize Investments in 
Foundational Literacy and Numeracy? CGD Working Paper 579. Washington, DC: 
Center for Global Development. https://www.cgdev.org/publication/ 
should-governments-and-donors-prioritize-investments-foundational-literacy-andnumera
cy 

[3] Banerjee, A., Banerji, R., Berry, J., Duflo, E., Kannan, H., Mukerji, S., Shotland, M., & 
Walton, M. (2017). From Proof of Concept to Scalable Policies: Challenges and 
Solutions, with an Application. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 31(4), 73–102. 
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.31.4.73 

[4] Piper, B., Simmons Zuilkowski, S., Dubeck, M., Jepkemei, E., & King, S. J. (2018). 
Identifying the essential ingredients to literacy and numeracy improvement: Teacher 
professional development and coaching, student textbooks, and structured teachers’ 
guides. World Development, 106, 324–336. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2018.01.018  

[5] Angrist, N., Evans, D.K., Filmer, D., Glennerster, R., Rogers, F.H., Sabarwal, S. (2020). How 
to Improve Education Outcomes Most Efficiently? A Comparison of 150 Interventions 
Using the New Learning-Adjusted Years of Schooling Metric. Policy Research Working 
Paper No. 9450. World Bank: Washington, DC. 

[6] Cohen, D. K., & Ball, D. L. (1990). Relations Between Policy and Practice: A Commentary. 
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 12(3), 331–338. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737012003331  

[7] Spillane, J. P. (2000). Cognition and Policy Implementation: District Policymakers and the 
Reform of Mathematics Education. Cognition and Instruction, 18(2), 141–179. 
https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532690XCI1802_01   

[8] Coburn, C. E. (2001). Collective Sensemaking about Reading: How Teachers Mediate 
Reading Policy in Their Professional Communities. Educational Evaluation and Policy 
Analysis, 23(2), 145–170. https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737023002145  

[9] Spillane, J. P., & Callahan, K. A. (2000). Implementing State Standards for Science 
Education: What District Policy Makers Make of the Hoopla. Journal of Research in 
Science Teaching, 37(5), 401–425.  

[10] Pritchett, L. (2013). The Rebirth of Education: Schooling Ain’t Learning. Brookings 
Institution Press.  

[11] Pritchett, L. (2015). Creating Education Systems Coherent for Learning Outcomes. RISE 
Working Paper Series.15/005. https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-RISE-WP_2015/005  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2021.102375
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.31.4.73
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2018.01.018
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737012003331
https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532690XCI1802_01
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737023002145


32 
 

[12] Edelman, M. (1978). Political language: Words that succeed and policies that fail. 
Academic Press.  

[13] Hill, H. C. (2001). Policy Is Not Enough: Language and the Interpretation of State 
Standards. American Educational Research Journal, 38(2), 289–318. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312038002289    
[14] MoHRD (Ministry of Human Resource Development) (2020). National Education 
Policy 2020. Government of India. 

[15] Lipsky, M. (1980). Street-level bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the individual in public services. 
Russell Sage Foundation. 

[16] Asim, M., Mundy, K., Manion, C., & Tahir, I. (2023). The “Missing Middle” of Education 
Service Delivery in Low- and Middle-Income Countries. Comparative Education Review, 
67(2), 353–378. 

[17] Sayed, Y., & Moriarty, K. (2020). SDG 4 and the ‘Education Quality Turn’: Prospects, 
Possibilities, and Problems. In A. Wulff (Ed.), Grading Goal Four: Tensions, Threats and 
Opportunities in the Sustainable Development Goal on Education. (pp. 194–213). 
BRILL. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004430365_009   

[18] Benavot, A., & Köseleci, N. (2015). Seeking Quality in Education: The Growth of National 
Learning Assessments, 1990-2013 (Paper Commissioned for the EFA Global Monitoring 
Report 2015, Education for All 2000-2015: Achievements and Challenges).  

[19] UNESCO (2013). The Global learning crisis: why every child deserves a quality education. 
Retrieved from https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000223826  

[20] Hanushek, E. A., Schwerdt, G., Wiederhold, S., & Woessmann, L. (2015). Returns to skills 
around the world: Evidence from PIAAC. European Economic Review, 73, 103–130. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euroecorev.2014.10.006    

[21] Barrett, A. M. (2011). A Millennium Learning Goal for education post‐2015: A question of 
outcomes or processes. Comparative Education, 47(1), 119–133. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2011.541682  

[22] Rodriguez-Segura, D. & Mbiti, I. (2022). Back to the Basics: Curriculum Reform and 
Student Learning in Tanzania. RISE Working Paper Series. 22/099. 
https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-RISE-WP_2022/099 

[23] Crouch, L. (2020). Systems Implications for Core Instructional Support Lessons from Sobral 
(Brazil), Puebla (Mexico), and Kenya. RISE Insight Series. 2020/020. 
https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-RISE-RI_2020/02  

[24] Authors XXXX 
[25] Clarke, P. (2022). Education Reform and the Learning Crisis in Developing Countries. 

Cambridge University Press.  
[26] Verspoor, A. M. (1992). Planning of education: Where do we go? International Journal of 

Educational Development, 12(3), 233–244. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/0738-0593(92)90048-Q  

https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312038002289
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004430365_009
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000223826
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euroecorev.2014.10.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2011.541682
https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-RISE-WP_2022/099
https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-RISE-RI_2020/02
https://doi.org/10.1016/0738-0593(92)90048-Q


33 
 

[27] Muralidharan, K. (2019). Fixing Schools: Reforming the Indian School Education System. 
In Banerjee, A., Gopinath, G., Rajan, R., & Sharma, M. S. (eds.), What the Economy 
Needs Now. Juggernaut Books. 

[28] Aiyar, Y., & Bhattacharya, S. (2016). The Post Office Paradox: A Case Study of the Block 
Level Education Bureaucracy. Economic and Political Weekly, 51(11), 61–69. 

[29] Aiyar, Y., Dongre, A.A., & Davis, V. (2015). Education Reforms, Bureaucracy and the 
Puzzles of Implementation: A Case Study from Bihar. Working paper. International 
Growth Centre. 
https://www.theigc.org/sites/default/files/2015/11/Aiyar-et-al-2015-Working-paper.pdf 
[30] Mangla, A. (2022). Making Bureaucracy Work: Norms, Education and Public 
Service Delivery in Rural India. Cambridge University Press.  

[31] Asim, M., Bell, S., Boakye-Yiadom, M., Nudzor, H. P., & Mundy, K. (2024). Management 
Practices and Implementation Challenges in District Education Directorates in Ghana. 
Educational Administration Quarterly, 60(3), 275–309. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X241230527 

[32] Bell, S. (2025). Understanding the competing logics of district education office work: The 
case of Ghana. International Journal of Educational Development, 113, 103219. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2025.103219   
[33] O’Sullivan, M. C. (2002) Reform implementation and the realities within which 
teachers work: a Namibian case study, Compare, 32(2), 219–237. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057920220143192  
[34] Johnson, S., Monk, M. & Hodges, M. (2000) Teacher development and change in 
South Africa: a critique of the appropriateness of transfer of northern/western practice, 
Compare, 30(2), 179-192. https://doi.org/10.1080/713657456  
[35] Barrett, A. M. (2007). Beyond the polarization of pedagogy: Models of classroom 
practice in Tanzanian primary schools. Comparative Education, 43(2), 273–294. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050060701362623 
[36] Vavrus, F. (2009). The cultural politics of constructivist pedagogies: Teacher 
education reform in the United Republic of Tanzania. International Journal of 
Educational Development, 29(3), 303–311. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2008.05.002  
[37] Sakata, N., Bremner, N., & Cameron, L. (2022). A systematic review of the 
implementation of learner-centred pedagogy in low- and middle-income countries. 
Review of Education, 10(3), 1–41. https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3365   
[38] Schweisfurth, M. (2011). Learner-centred education in developing country contexts: 
From solution to problem? International Journal of Educational Development. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2011.03.005   
[39] Kwok, P. K. P. (2024). Comparing stakeholders’ perceptions of the implementation 
of ‘learner-centred’ pedagogy: the case of Rwanda. Comparative Education, 60(4), 
555–572. https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2024.2345471  

https://www.theigc.org/sites/default/files/2015/11/Aiyar-et-al-2015-Working-paper.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2025.103219
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057920220143192
https://doi.org/10.1080/713657456
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050060701362623
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2008.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3365
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2011.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2024.2345471


34 
 

[40] Brinkmann, S. (2015). Learner-centred education reforms in India: The missing 
piece of teachers’ beliefs. Policy Futures in Education, 13(3), 342–359. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210315569038  
[41] Sriprakash, A. (2010). Child-centred education and the promise of democratic 
learning: Pedagogic messages in rural Indian primary schools. International Journal of 
Educational Development, 30(3), 297–304. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2009.11.010 
[42] Brinkmann, S. (2019). Teachers’ beliefs and educational reform in India: From 
‘learner-centred’ to ‘learning-centred’ education. Comparative Education, 55(1), 9–29. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2018.1541661  
[43] Dyer, C. (2000). Operation Blackboard: Policy implementation in Indian elementary 
education. Symposium Books. 
[44] Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in Organizations. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

[45] Spillane, J. P., Reiser, B. J., & Reimer, T. (2002). Policy Implementation and Cognition: 
Reframing and Refocusing Implementation Research. Review of Educational Research, 
72(3), 387–431. 

[46] Htun, Z. W., & Lim, S. (2025). How do public school teachers react to education policy 
reforms with their colleagues?: The emergence of policy discussion networks during the 
implementation of the national education strategic plan in Myanmar. International 
Journal of Educational Development, 113, 103206. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2025.103206  

[47] Dyer, C. (1999). Researching the Implementation of Educational Policy: A backward 
mapping approach. Comparative Education, 35(1), 45–61. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050069928062   
[48] Lévi-Strauss, C. (1987). Introduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss. Routledge & 
Kegan Paul: London. 
[49] Laclau, E. (2005). On Populist Reason. London, UK: Verso. 

[50] Ball, S. J. (1993). What Is Policy? Texts, Trajectories and Toolboxes. Discourse: Studies in 
the Cultural Politics of Education, 13(2), 10–17. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0159630930130203  

[51] Spillane, J. P. (1999). External reform initiatives and teachers’ efforts to reconstruct their 
practice: The mediating role of teachers’ zones of enactment. Journal of Curriculum 
Studies, 31(2), 143–175. https://doi.org/10.1080/002202799183205   
[52] Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Sage Publications. 
[53] Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study application in education. 
Jossey- Bass. 
[54] Saldaña, J. (2009). The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers. The Coding 
Manual for Qualitative Researchers. Sage Publications Ltd. 

[55] Author XXXX 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210315569038
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2009.11.010
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2018.1541661
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2025.103206
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050069928062
https://doi.org/10.1080/0159630930130203
https://doi.org/10.1080/002202799183205


35 
 

[56] UNICEF (n.d. a). Commitment to Action on Foundational Learning. 
https://www.unicef.org/learning-crisis/commitment-action-foundational-learning#commit
ment  

[57] Barrett, A. M. (2016). Measuring Learning Outcomes and Education for Sustainable 
Development: The New Education Development Goal. In W. C. Smith (Ed.), The Global 
Testing Culture Shaping Education Policy, Perceptions, and Practice (pp. 101–114). 
Symposium Books. 

[58] Schweisfurth, M. (2023). Disaster didacticism: Pedagogical interventions and the ‘learning 
crisis.’ International Journal of Educational Development, 96, 102707. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2022.102707  

[59] UNICEF (n.d. b). A manual for statistical analysis of education data using Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS6) with a special focus on achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals. 
https://data.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/MICS-EAGLE-implementation-guide
book_English.pdf  

[60] ASER Centre (2025). Annual Status of Education Report (Rural). 
https://asercentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/ASER_2024_Final-Report_13_2_24.p
df  

[61] MoE (Ministry of Education) (2021). National Initiative for Proficiency in Reading with 
Understanding and Numeracy: NIPUN Bharat. Department of School Education & 
Literacy, Ministry of Education, Govt. of India. 

[62] CBSE (n.d.). Foundational Literacy and Numeracy. 
https://cbseacademic.nic.in/fln/index.html 

[63] Dowd, A. J., & Bartlett, L. (2019). The Need for Speed: Interrogating the Dominance of 
Oral Reading Fluency in International Reading Efforts. Comparative Education Review, 
63(2), 189–212. https://doi.org/10.1086/702612   

[64] Menon, S. (2023). Keeping it Complex: Resisting Simplistic Framings of Educational 
Discourse and Practice. Contemporary Education Dialogue, 20(2), 177–186. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/09731849231188402  
[65] Kolodner, J. (1993). Case-based reasoning. San Mateo, CA: Morgan Kaufmann. 

[66] Clarke, P. (2003). Culture and classroom reform. Comparative Education, 39(1), 27–44. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050060302562  

[67] Sarangapani, P. (2003). Childhood and Schooling in an Indian Village. Childhood, 10(4), 
403–418. https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568203104002  

[68] Author XXXX 
[69] Kremer, M., Brannen, C., & Glennerster, R. (2013). The challenge of education and 
learning in the developing world. Science, 340(6130), 297–300. 
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1235350   

[70] Dyer, C., Choksi, A., Awasty, V., Iyer, U., Moyade, R., Nigam, N., Purohit, N., Shah, S., & 
Sheth, S. (2004). Knowledge for teacher development in India: The importance of ‘local 

https://www.unicef.org/learning-crisis/commitment-action-foundational-learning#commitment
https://www.unicef.org/learning-crisis/commitment-action-foundational-learning#commitment
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2022.102707
https://data.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/MICS-EAGLE-implementation-guidebook_English.pdf
https://data.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/MICS-EAGLE-implementation-guidebook_English.pdf
https://asercentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/ASER_2024_Final-Report_13_2_24.pdf
https://asercentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/ASER_2024_Final-Report_13_2_24.pdf
https://cbseacademic.nic.in/fln/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1086/702612
https://doi.org/10.1177/09731849231188402
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050060302562
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568203104002
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1235350


36 
 

knowledge’ for in-service education. International Journal of Educational Development, 
24(1), 39–52. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2003.09.003  

[71] Kumar, K. (2008). A Pedagogue’s Romance. Delhi: Oxford University Press. 
[72] Jhingran, D (2023). Conversations/Interview with Dhir Jhingran. Contemporary Education 

Dialogue, 20(2), 236-255. https://doi.org/10.1177/09731849231185824  
[73] Hoadley, U. (2024). How do structured pedagogy programmes affect reading instruction in 

African early grade classrooms? International Journal of Educational Development, 107, 
103023. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2024.103023  
[74] Elmore, R. F. (1980). Backward Mapping: Implementation Research and Policy 
Decisions. Political Science Quarterly, 94(4), 601–616. https://doi.org/10.2307/2149628   
[75] McLaughlin, M. W. (1987). Learning from Experience: Lessons from Policy 
Implementation. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 9(2), 171–178. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/1163728  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2003.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/09731849231185824
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2024.103023
https://doi.org/10.2307/2149628
https://doi.org/10.2307/1163728

