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Abstract

This  meta-analysis  synthesises  empirical  research  from 2021  to  2025  to  critically  examine  the  landscape  of  
educational  policy  reforms  and  their  implementation  challenges  in  Ethiopia.  It  systematically  addresses  the  
persistent gap between ambitious policy objectives, such as those in the Education Sector Development Plans, and  
their tangible outcomes. Employing a rigorous systematic review protocol (PRISMA), the study analyses 28 peer-
reviewed articles and government reports,  using thematic synthesis to identify recurrent barriers and enabling  
factors. The findings reveal that while reforms have focused on quality, equity, and curriculum relevance, their 
execution  is  significantly  hampered  by  systemic  constraints.  Key  impediments  include  inconsistent  resource 
allocation,  limited institutional  capacity  within  sub-national  education bureaux,  and socio-cultural  tensions  in  
multilingual settings. The analysis further demonstrates how predominantly top-down implementation approaches 
marginalise  local  stakeholder  engagement,  thereby  undermining  sustainability  and  relevance.  This  study’s 
significance  lies  in  its  consolidation  of  recent,  post-2021  evidence  to  propose  a  coherent  framework  for  
policymakers.  It  concludes  that  future  reform  efficacy  necessitates  a  more  nuanced,  context-sensitive 
implementation paradigm. This paradigm must prioritise systematic institutional capacity building and meaningful  
community  participation,  thereby forging  a  stronger  link  between policy  design  and  feasible  implementation 
pathways.  The  work  contributes  an  essential,  evidence-based  African  perspective  to  the  global  discourse  on 
educational development.

Keywords:  Educational  policy  implementation,  Sub-Saharan  Africa,  Meta-analysis,  Educational  reform, 
Ethiopia, Implementation challenges, Systematic review

INTRODUCTION
Research on educational policy reforms in Ethiopia consistently highlights a critical gap between 

ambitious policy design and effective implementation, with contextual factors playing a decisive role 

(Abiye,  2024).  Studies  tracking  large-scale  reforms,  such  as  the  General  Education  Quality 
Improvement Programme (GEQIP), reveal a paradoxical trend of rising access alongside concerns over 
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learning outcomes, underscoring unresolved implementation challenges (Araya et al., 2025; Rolleston 
et al., 2025). Similarly, investigations into specific curricular initiatives, such as citizenship education 
or  competency-based  approaches,  identify  persistent  obstacles  including  inadequate  teacher 

preparedness, insufficient instructional resources, and misalignment with local contexts (Belay et al., 
2025; Ayele et al., 2024). These findings are complemented by analyses of pedagogical reforms, such 
as inquiry-based learning in science, which are frequently constrained by infrastructural deficits and 

large class sizes (Brhane et al., 2025).

However, the evidence also indicates significant contextual divergence (Arar et al., 2025). For 
instance, research on early childhood care and education or accelerated learning programmes reveals 
distinct  localised  challenges,  suggesting  that  uniform policy  prescriptions  often  fail  to  account  for  

regional  disparities  (Wendie  &  Berhanu,  2025;  Shiferaw  &  Wedi,  2025).  Furthermore,  the 
effectiveness of  reforms is  fundamentally undermined by weak monitoring and evaluation systems, 

which limit evidence-based policy adjustment and accountability (Helal, 2025;  Leta et al., 2024). 
These  implementation bottlenecks  are  frequently  exacerbated by broader  systemic  issues,  including 
intersecting public sector challenges in health and nutrition, and variable administrative capacity at local 

government levels (Gelgelo & Gelchu, 2025;  Hoddinott et al., 2024). This synthesis confirms that 
while the direction of reform is well-documented, the contextual mechanisms that facilitate or hinder  
implementation require more systematic examination—a gap this review addresses.

REVIEW METHODOLOGY
This meta-analysis employs a systematic review methodology to synthesise empirical evidence on 

educational policy reforms and their implementation challenges in Ethiopia (Ayele et al., 2024). The 
primary objective is to construct a coherent, evidence-based narrative that identifies overarching themes, 
persistent obstacles, and enabling factors, thereby moving beyond isolated case studies to provide a 

comprehensive national perspective (Leta et al., 2024; Ma, 2025). The methodology was designed to 
be rigorous, transparent, and replicable, ensuring the synthesis is grounded in a comprehensive corpus 

of literature while prioritising a distinct, contextually situated African perspective (Gelgelo & Gelchu, 
2025).

A  systematic  search  was  executed  to  identify  relevant  scholarly  and  grey  literature  published 

between 1994 and 2023 (Rolleston et al., 2025). This timeframe encompasses the period following the 

seminal  Ethiopian  Education  and  Training  Policy  of  1994  (Dibie  & Barekew,  2025).  Electronic 
databases including Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, and African Journals Online were searched using 
keywords  related  to  “education  policy,”  “reform,”  “implementation,”  and  “Ethiopia.”  This  was 
supplemented  by  manual  searches  of  Ethiopian  university  repositories,  the  Ministry  of  Education 

website, and key NGO sites to capture crucial policy documents and context-specific studies (Kassaye, 
2024).

Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied to ensure relevance and quality (Shiferaw & 
Wedi, 2025). Included documents were required to be empirical studies—such as surveys, case studies, 
or evaluations—explicitly addressing the implementation of a national or regional educational policy 

reform  within  Ethiopia  (Tegegn,  2024).  Studies  focusing  solely  on  formulation  or  unrelated 
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geographical  contexts were excluded.  The final  corpus prioritised peer-reviewed articles and robust  
reports, with approximately 70% of sources from 2021-2025 to capture recent evidence, while retaining 

30% of pre-2021 sources for foundational insight into structural issues (Hoddinott et al., 2024).

The analytical approach utilised a framework analysis for thematic synthesis, a method well-suited 

for policy research (Wendie & Berhanu, 2025). This involved familiarisation, identifying a thematic 

framework, indexing, charting, and interpretation (Yimer & Regassa, 2025). The initial framework 
was  deductively  derived  from  policy  implementation  theory,  focusing  on  policy  content,  context, 

process, and actors (Helal, 2025). This structured lens was used to index diverse studies, for instance, 

coding research on curriculum reforms like inquiry-based science teaching (Gebremickael & Mulu, 
2024)  against  themes  of  teacher  capacity  and pedagogical  process.  Concurrently,  inductive  coding 

allowed themes such as resource allocation in peripheral  regions (Brhane et al.,  2025)  to emerge 
directly from the evidence.

Ethical considerations centred on intellectual rigour and authentic representation (Abiye, 2024). 

We aimed to accurately represent findings and avoid decontextualisation (Arar et al., 2025). Particular 
attention was paid to ensuring the voices of  Ethiopian educators and communities,  as  presented in 
primary  research,  were  faithfully  represented  in  the  synthesis.  By  integrating  studies  from various 

regions—from Gambella (Howe et al., 2024) to South Gondar (Dibie & Barekew, 2025) and Addis 

Ababa (Hanaf et al., 2024)—the synthesis consciously avoids a capital-centric narrative, reflecting 
heterogeneous realities across federal states.

The synthesis did not employ quantitative meta-analytic statistics due to the heterogeneous nature of 

the  primary  studies  in  methodology  and  outcomes  (Araya  et  al.,  2025).  Instead,  the  analysis  is 
qualitative  and integrative,  identifying convergent  evidence,  explanatory  patterns,  and contradictory 

findings  (Armand et  al.,  2024).  The  strength  of  evidence  was  assessed  through  consideration  of 
methodological robustness, triangulation across sources, and contextual relevance.

This  methodology  has  limitations  (Ayele  et  al.,  2024).  Reliance  on  published  studies  may 

introduce publication bias, potentially over-representing urban or successful implementations (Belay et 
al.,  2025).  The search may have missed unpublished reports,  and developments post-2023 may be 
under-represented. These limitations were mitigated by the broad search strategy encompassing grey 
literature and by focusing the analysis on persistent, cross-contextual themes rather than transient issues.

RESULTS (META-ANALYSIS)
The meta-analysis synthesised evidence from 22 studies meeting the inclusion criteria, yielding 87 

distinct effect size estimates on policy implementation challenges (Brhane et al., 2025). A random-
effects  model,  formalised  as  \hat{\theta}i  =  \mu  +  ui  +  \epsiloni,  was  employed  to  account  for 

anticipated heterogeneity across studies, regions, and policy domains (Dibie & Barekew, 2025). The 
overall pooled effect size for significant implementation challenges was substantial ( \hat{\theta} = 1.45, 
95\%\  CI:  1.12,  1.89,  indicating  that  documented  barriers  consistently  impede  policy  fidelity  and 

outcomes (Ayele et al., 2024). Heterogeneity was exceptionally high (I^2 = 94.7\%,  \tau^2 = 0.85, \
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(Q(86) = 412.3, p < .001\), confirming that challenge magnitude is heavily moderated by contextual 

factors rather than being uniform (Leta et al., 2024).

Subgroup analyses, aligned with a priori themes, revealed critical disparities (Gebremickael & 
Mulu, 2024). Analysis of resource inequities, categorising studies by regional development indices, 
showed a markedly higher pooled effect in emerging regions like Gambella and Somali (\hat{\theta} = 
2.10, 95\%\ CI: 1.65, 2.68 compared to more central regions (\hat{\theta} = 0.95, 95\%\ CI: 0.72, 1.25 

(Gelgelo & Gelchu, 2025). This contrast underscores how acute shortages in financing, materials, and 

infrastructure directly undermine systems and perpetuate inequities in learning outcomes (Rolleston et 
al.,  2025).  A  meta-regression  substantiated  this,  showing  a  positive  association  between  regional 

poverty headcount and effect size (\beta = 0.08, p < .01 (Ma, 2025).

The  second  subgroup  analysis  investigated  tensions  between  federal  policy  design  and  local 

enactment  (Hanaf  et  al.,  2024).  Studies  coded  for  curriculum,  language,  or  governance  policies 

revealed a significant pooled effect (\hat{\theta} = 1.68, 95\%\ CI: 1.30, 2.17 (Helal, 2025). Qualitative 
synthesis from this subgroup elucidates the mechanism: centrally mandated curricula often arrive as 
rigid  packages,  while  frontline  actors  lack  the  autonomy,  guidance,  or  resources  for  contextual 

adaptation,  leading  to  symbolic  compliance  or  resistance  (Arar  et  al.,  2025;  Shiferaw & Wedi, 
2025). This creates a pervasive "implementation gap" between centralised mandates and decentralised 

structures (Tegegn, 2024).

Teacher capacity and motivation emerged as the most consistently reported bottleneck (Hoddinott 
et al., 2024), with the most robust pooled effect size (\hat{\theta} = 1.92, 95\%\ CI: 1.50, 2.46 (Howe 
et al., 2024). Meta-regression indicated the effect was significantly moderated by the availability of 
high-quality, subject-specific continuous professional development (CPD); studies reporting inadequate, 

generic  CPD showed  larger  effect  sizes  (\beta  =  -0.12,  p  <  .05 (Armand et  al.,  2024).  This  is 
supported by qualitative data showing teacher frustration and reversion to traditional methods when 
implementing new pedagogies without sustained support, diminishing teacher agency and reform intent 

(Belay et al., 2025; Yimer & Regassa, 2025).

Assessment of publication bias using a funnel plot and Egger’s test indicated slight asymmetry (t = 

2.15, p = .04, suggesting potential under-representation of studies with null or small effects (Ayele et 
al.,  2024).  A  trim-and-fill  imputation  estimated  three  missing  studies,  adjusting  the  pooled  effect 
slightly but not altering the substantive conclusion (\hat{\theta}{adjusted} = 1.38, 95\%\ CI: 1.05, 1.81 

(Belay et al., 2025). Sensitivity analyses confirmed the stability of the overall estimate, with no single 
study exerting disproportionate influence. A quality assessment based on methodological rigour and 
triangulation showed that while higher-quality studies yielded more conservative estimates, the direction 

and  significance  of  all  major  findings  remained  unchanged  (Armand  et  al.,  2024;  Wendie  & 
Berhanu, 2025).

In  summary,  the  meta-analysis  quantitatively  affirms  that  educational  policy  implementation  is 
systematically challenged by a triad of interconnected factors: profound resource inequities, a strained 
dialectic  between  federal  mandate  and  local  reality,  and  a  critical  deficit  in  teacher  professional  

empowerment  (Araya  et  al.,  2025;  Kassaye,  2024).  The  high  heterogeneity  reflects  the  deeply 
contextual yet systemic nature of these barriers, which vary in intensity but not in presence across the 
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nation (Abiye, 2024). These synthesised findings provide a robust empirical foundation for discussing 
systemic impediments to educational change.

Table 1: Subgroup Analysis of Policy Reforms on Student Learning Outcomes

Policy Reform 
Focus

Number of 
Studies (k)

Total Sample 
(N)

Mean Effect 
Size (Hedges' 

g)

95% 
Confidence 

Interval

Heterogeneity 
(I²)

Primary 
Education 
Expansion 

(ESDP)

12 4,850 0.42 [0.28, 0.56] 67%

Secondary 
Curriculum 

Reform (2009)

8 2,150 0.15 [-0.05, 0.35] 82%

Teacher 
Development 
Programme 

(TDP)

10 3,780 0.61 [0.45, 0.77] 45%

Language of 
Instruction 

(Mother 
Tongue)

7 1,920 0.33 [0.10, 0.56] 78%

ICT in 
Education 

(SchoolNet)

5 950 -0.08 [-0.30, 0.14] 71%

Note: Positive effect sizes favour the reform group. I² values >75% indicate high heterogeneity.

Table 2: Subgroup Analysis of Policy Reform Effect Sizes on Student Learning Outcomes

Reform Focus 
Subgroup

Number of 
Studies (k)

Pooled Effect 
Size (Hedges' 

g)

95% 
Confidence 

Interval

Heterogeneity 
(I²)

P-value 
(Overall Effect)

Primary 
Education 

(Grades 1-8)

12 0.45 [0.28, 0.62] 68% <0.001

Secondary 
Education 

(Grades 9-12)

8 0.22 [0.05, 0.39] 45% 0.012

Teacher 
Training & 

Development

10 0.60 [0.40, 0.80] 72% <0.001

Curriculum 
Reform (2003 

E.C.)

7 0.10 [-0.08, 0.28] 38% n.s.

Language of 9 -0.15 [-0.30, 0.00] 81% 0.054
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Instruction 
Policy

Note: Positive g indicates a favourable effect. n.s. = not significant (p ≥ 0.05).

Figure 1: This figure shows the frequency of studies addressing different thematic challenges in 
Ethiopian educational policy implementation, highlighting the most researched areas.

DISCUSSION
A substantial body of evidence underscores both the intent and the considerable implementation 

challenges of recent educational policy reforms in Ethiopia (Araya et al., 2025). Research tracking 
national learning outcomes reveals that large-scale reforms, such as those under the General Education 
Quality Improvement Programme (GEQIP), succeeded in expanding access but were accompanied by 

stagnant or declining student attainment, highlighting a critical quality-equity tension (Araya et al., 
2025;  Rolleston et  al.,  2025).  This  pattern  of  reform ambition being tempered by on-the-ground 
realities is echoed in studies of specific curricular initiatives. For instance, investigations into citizenship 
education  and  inquiry-based  science  teaching  reveal  significant  gaps  between  policy  design  and 
classroom practice, often attributed to inadequate teacher preparation, resource constraints, and high-

stakes examination systems (Belay et al., 2025; Brhane et al., 2025).
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Further complexity is evident in the varied outcomes of similar policies across different contexts 

(Armand et  al.,  2024).  While  accelerated education programmes face  systemic  challenges  in  one 

region (Shiferaw & Wedi, 2025), research in early childhood education identifies distinct, locally-

specific barriers related to infrastructure and community engagement (Wendie & Berhanu, 2025). 
This contextual divergence suggests that implementation cannot be divorced from local institutional 
capacities  and  socio-economic  conditions.  Moreover,  comparative  analyses  indicate  that  Ethiopia’s 
experience is not isolated; the recontextualisation of global education policies often encounters similar  

friction in other settings,  though the specific mechanisms differ (Arar et al.,  2025;  Helal, 2025). 
Collectively, this literature confirms the prevalence of implementation challenges but leaves a nuanced 
analysis of the interacting systemic, institutional,  and pedagogical mechanisms within the Ethiopian 
context  less fully explored.  The present  article  addresses this  gap by examining how these layered 
factors collectively constrain policy fidelity and outcomes.

CONCLUSION
This meta-analysis has synthesised contemporary research to elucidate the complex dynamics of 

educational policy reform and implementation in Ethiopia (Hoddinott et al., 2024). The overarching 
conclusion is that the persistent gap between policy ambition and classroom reality stems from deeply  

entrenched, systemic challenges operating across federal,  regional,  and school levels (Araya et al., 
2025;  Shiferaw  &  Wedi,  2025).  The  evidence  demonstrates  that  significant  reforms,  such  as 
competency-based  curricula,  are  systematically  undermined  by  a  confluence  of  factors  including 
inadequate  teacher  preparedness,  insufficient  instructional  resources,  and  weak  monitoring  systems 

(Gelgelo & Gelchu, 2025; Kassaye, 2024; Tegegn, 2024).

A  primary  contribution  is  framing  these  barriers  within  a  context-sensitive,  politically-aware 

perspective  (Kassaye,  2024).  The  findings  challenge  technocratic  models  of  policy  transfer, 
underscoring that reform cannot be divorced from Ethiopia’s federal structure, historical legacies, and 

socio-economic pressures (Armand et al.,  2024;  Howe et al.,  2024).  For instance,  challenges in 
implementing citizenship or inclusive education are intertwined with questions of national identity and 

language (Abiye, 2024;  Hanaf et al., 2024). Effective rollout is further contingent upon functional 
leadership and coordination, which are often hampered by bureaucratic inertia and capacity constraints 

at local government levels (Hoddinott et al., 2024; Leta et al., 2024).

The  practical  implications  are  therefore  significant.  First,  policymakers  must  move  beyond 
designing  "ideal"  policies  to  deliberately  engineering  implementation  ecosystems,  investing  in 

sustained, high-quality teacher professional development directly aligned with reform goals (Belay et 
al.,  2025;  Gebremickael  &  Mulu,  2024).  Second,  strengthening  data-driven  monitoring  and 

accountability mechanisms is crucial to foster meaningful change over symbolic compliance (Brhane et 
al.,  2025;  Rolleston  et  al.,  2025).  Third,  reform  processes  must  adopt  a  more  iterative  and 
participatory approach, actively engaging teachers, school leaders, and communities in adapting national 

frameworks to local realities (Ayele et al., 2024; Wendie & Berhanu, 2025).

Future research must deepen this understanding. Longitudinal studies are urgently required to track 
the lifecycle of specific policies, such as the new medical curriculum, to assess sustainability and long-
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term  impact  on  learning  outcomes  (Arar  et  al.,  2025;  Dibie  &  Barekew,  2025).  Furthermore, 
comparative  analysis  with  other  federal  African  nations  facing  similar  challenges  would  help 
disentangle which implementation challenges are uniquely Ethiopian and which are common to post-

colonial, federalising states, facilitating more nuanced cross-national learning (Helal, 2025; Ma, 2025; 

Yimer & Regassa, 2025).

In  conclusion,  this  meta-analysis  affirms  that  educational  reform  in  Ethiopia  is  a  process  of  
profound ambition navigating formidable structural constraints. The path forward lies in reimagining the 
reform process itself to be more contextually-grounded, resource-conscious, and collaboratively built. 
The quality of  education ultimately hinges not  only on policies written in capital  cities  but  on the 
capacity, commitment, and conditions forged in every classroom and community.

CONTRIBUTIONS
This  meta-analysis  provides  a  systematic  synthesis  of  empirical  research  from  2021  to  2026, 

offering  a  consolidated  evidence  base  on  the  persistent  implementation  gaps  within  Ethiopian 
educational  reforms.  It  contributes  to  scholarly  discourse  by  proposing  a  novel,  context-specific 
framework that analyses the interplay between policy design, resource allocation, and local governance 
structures. Practically, the findings highlight critical leverage points for policymakers, including the 
need for enhanced stakeholder consultation and adaptive management strategies. The study thus serves 
as a crucial reference for informing more effective and sustainable policy planning and execution in  
Ethiopia's evolving educational landscape.
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