Givewell -MCollin

Overview

    All together, I think the in-depth review of "developing-world education" covers all the main points I would have liked to see. On you two main questions: are you statements supported by credible evidence and are you interpreting it correctly? I think the answer to both of these questions is, for the most part, yes. Below I’ll throw in a few more references to check out. Also, I’ll suggest some more areas for you to pursue – even if you choose not to expand, the evidence you do cover is convincing enough. I’ll go into more detail below.
On Pratham and general recommendations

    While I think it is commendable that you highlight a single charity that has, to a great degree, implemented proven impacts. However, despite utilitarian-style arguments that we should be helping the poor wherever the poor might be, donors will likely still prefer to send money elsewhere in the world. Also, it seems that your `value’ function is definite purely over efficacy, where others might be concerned where the welfare-returns might be greater (i.e. an extra year of schooling in India might have greater or smaller welfare impacts than in Zambia, even if it is more difficult to deliver the latter, it still might be more welfare-enhancing). Given the limits of the data (we have difficulty even estimating the impact of education on earnings in most of these places) and the problems with reaching a consensus, it would be impossible for you to start making recommendations on these criteria, but you might recognize that others might decide to do so.
Even if most charities haven't been subject to the same level of scrutiny, would it not be possible to identify charities that perform similar types of programs as a 'next-best' alternative? There will always be issues with external validity (but these can also be made about any of Prathamm's programmes as they expand).

 Specific notes

· Page 2: you state that "we would guess that education is often highly beneficial." This might be highly academic, but there might be room for expansion on the education-as-human capital versus education-as-signaling approach. The former indicates that more education will have other, external benefits (i.e. increased entrepreneurship, lower fertility rates, etc), where the latter just makes education a gateway to higher wages and higher welfare. You touch upon this briefly, but it might be worth expanding on. 
· Page 6: Your section on beyond test scores is a step in the right direction, but (without a huge knowledge in this area) I feel like you need to do a bit more digging in the research on returns to education. A few works on Africa (with reasonable claims to exogeneity) include:
· Söderbom, Teal, Wambugu, & Kahtarara, (2006) "The Dynamics of Returns to Education in. Kenyan and Tanzanian Manufacturing."   [Restricted to a single sector, but still informative]

· Oyelere R. (2010) "Africa's education enigma? The Nigerian story" [Has a good summary of previous literature]

· Page 4: On building schools and providing textbooks. Much of you analysis takes place in a single-NGO, partial equilibrium setting. There’s not actually much out there on this, but it’s worth mentioning that another reason why some interventions (like building schools/textbooks) might be a bad idea is because there are 200 other NGOs (and aid donors!) doing the same thing, so the aggregate returns are likely to be smaller. 

· Page 5: Teacher incentives: another RCT from India: www.nber.org/papers/w15323/

· Page 7: The brief focus on cognitive skills here needs further some justification. If we're talking about education policy, we only need to know two things concerning cognitive skills: do certain types of schools have a different impact on cognitive development (many would argue that the board is set before the child steps into a school) and is cognitive achievement, my omitted variable, driving my results?

· I sense you are focusing on the latter concern, but then the question you ask here should be "are any of these studies reliably controlling for differences in cognitive achievement" rather than "does cognitive achievement affect earnings" (which I think is pretty settled). I think most researchers treat cognitive skills as things that are more or less by mid-childhood, not something that can vary greatly over time (as the comparison of cognitive skills vs innate cognitive skills suggest).
· This also leaves room for another question which moves us outside of the typical education intervention all together: there's a growing chunk of evidence that A). cognitive and noncognitive skills are important for both educational attainment and earnings and B). intervention very early in life (especially the first two years), has a positive impact on one or both of these skillsets. See the paper here : http://www.research4development.info/PDF/Outputs/YoungLives/EarlyNutrition.pdf    and the papers cited in its introduction for some background reading. 
· Also, the more recent work of Heckman, et. al on cognitive achievement (although based primarily off of US data) really brings home the case that early-life interventions matter. You might consider, on top of your main options, that you include some options for early-life nutritional interventions (there is some mention of a study of school-meals, but what you really need is intervention during infanthood). In the end, you recommend interventions in the health sector as the best value-for-money, so you can also push the education/cognitive achievement benefits of early-life health interventions.

