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I have read the dissertation by Zurab Abramishvili, Essays on Economics of Education and 

Social Policy.  The dissertation contains three well-written, researched, and referenced chapters 

on education policy for the poor in Georgia, unconditional cash transfers, and an impact 

evaluation of a program to replace school principals.  The dissertation demonstrates that the 

doctoral student is up to date on the latest issues of education and social policy, both in Georgia 

and globally.  It also demonstrates the student’s command of the literature.  The dissertation also 

demonstrates a sound application of the latest techniques to relevant, national, representative 

micro-data sets.  The limitations of the empirical approaches are usefully enumerated.  The 

student writes well and gives clear explanations. The data and methodology are well presented 

and carefully written. 

 

The questions analyzed in the report are relevant and timely.  Issues about getting the poor in 

school are very important.  This is becoming even more important given rising returns to 

schooling and the need to expand university education in most countries. Likewise, the question 

of school management is very important. The debate on unconditional cash transfers continues to 

wage on. 

 

The research questions are analyzed well and appropriate conclusions are drawn.  The student 

highlights their significance, but also usefully notes the limitations and makes sound calls for 

future work.  The dissertation also makes contributions to important policy issues.  The effects of 

the unconditional cash transfer are very important.  It adds to the literature. It also makes a 

singular contribution by extending the analysis of the benefits to university enrollment.  It might 

be the first such study of its kind.  School leadership is another topical issue.  There is a growing 

awareness of the importance of school management and leadership on student performance.  The 

thesis makes a useful contribution to that literature. 

 

 

Chapter 1: Education for Poor 

 

In this paper, the student analyzes the impact of a cash transfer program in Georgia on 

enrollment in tertiary education. The program involved unconditional cash transfers to people 

living in extreme poverty. Program recipients were selected by being below a certain poverty 
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threshold. The study finds a positive impact of cash transfers on admittance into tertiary 

education. The study contributes to the growing literature on the long-run effects of cash 

transfers. 

 

This chapter is solid and well-written. It makes a useful policy contribution for the country. It 

also contributes to the global literature.  It could be improved by adding a summary of the 

contributions of the chapter at the end of the chapter.  Also, it could be improved by adding any 

comparison of the costs of this program to any other Georgian university or education program.  

Some minor points follow: 

 

 Regarding program selection, was the poverty threshold at the individual or family level? 

 Treatment group was selected based on when they began their studies; assumes that the 

transfers changed behavior.  Make that clear. 

 In discussion of methodology, also give a sense of what else has changed in the economy 

that might affect outcomes 

 Set up the theory of change earlier in the chapter 

 Do you control for distance (page 27)? 

 Elaborate on how the program could encourage education outcomes (page 29) 

 

 

Chapter 2: Can Unconditional Cash Transfers Make Recipients Worse Off?  Evaluating a Social 

Assistance Program in Georgia 

 

Micro data and a regression discontinuity approach are used to evaluate an unconditional cash 

transfer program in Georgia. It is found that receiving the transfers leads to a worsening in self-

reported outcomes such as the ability to afford food. 

 

This is a well-researched and written chapter.  It finds, using a regression discontinuity approach, 

that the program made recipients worse off.  While counter-intuitive, the authors explain this and 

draw relevant caveats.  The conclusion could be improved by expanding on some of the 

comments.  The chapter seems to end abruptly. I would suggest citing work that would support 

the hypothesis put forward in the conclusion and a plan for future work, including data collection 

strategies. 

 

 

Chapter 3: An Impact Evaluation of a Mass Replacement of School Principals in Georgia 

 

This chapter analyzes a unique program that sought to replace all school principals.  Georgia 

dismissed all school principals and randomly assigned qualified candidates to posts at public 

schools across the country.  The student evaluates the program by comparing outcomes to private 

schools not affected by the policy.  It is a fascinating policy that deserves more attention. Some 

minor points: 

 

 Comparison to private schools – is there a limitation to the comparison? 

 How many applied for the posts? (page 62) 

 What proportion of schools are ethnic minority (page 65)? 
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 Summarize contributions of chapter at the end 

 

 

After reading all three chapters, I believe that the thesis satisfies formal and content requirements 

for a PhD thesis in economics.  I recommend the dissertation for a defense.  

 

 

Thank you, 

 

 

H.Pat 
 

 

Harry Anthony Patrinos 

Practice Manager 

Education 

World Bank 


