
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case Title: 

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

Think about which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning & Adapting (CLA) Framework 
are most reflected in your case so that you can reference them in your submission: 

• Internal Collaboration 

• External Collaboration 

• Technical Evidence Base 

• Theories of Change 

• Scenario Planning 

• M&E for Learning 

• Pause & Reflect 

• Adaptive Management 

• Openness 

• Relationships & Networks 

• Continuous Learning & Improvement 

• Knowledge Management 

• Institutional Memory 

• Decision-Making 

• Mission Resources 

• CLA in Implementing Mechanisms 



 

 
 

 

    
  

 

    
  

1. What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational or 
development challenge(s) prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or adapt? 

2. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for 
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)? 



  

    
  

   
  

3. Tell us the story of how you used a collaborating, learning and/or adapting approach 
to address the organizational or development challenge described in Question 2. 



  
 

 

 

  

4. Organizational Effectiveness: How has collaborating, learning and adapting affected 
your team and/or organization? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you expect to see 
in the future? 

5. Development Results: How has using a CLA approach contributed to your development 
outcomes? What evidence can you provide? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you 
expect to see in the future? 



  

 

  

 

6. What factors enabled your CLA approach and what obstacles did you
encounter? How would you advise others to navigate the challenges you faced?

7.Was your CLA approach prompted by a response to the COVID-19 pandemic? If so, how?

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID's CLA Team in the Bureau for Policy, Planning 
and Learning (PPL) and by the Program Cycle Mechanism (PCM), a PPL mechanism implemented 

by  Environmental Incentives and Bixal.  

https://www.usaid.gov/selfreliance
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	Case Title: How evidence is informing solutions to South Africa's early grade reading crisis
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	Summary: International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie) works with research teams to promote evidence use and impact. We have been monitoring evidence use in 3ie-supported impact evaluations since 2015. In 2018, we adopted contribution tracing because it can be standardized and is more robust and rigorous than our previous approaches. This method applies Bayesian updating to traditional process tracing to reduce subjectivity and increase confidence and consistency in making evidence use claims. In this case, 3ie supported the Early Grade Reading Study (EGRS) evaluation pilot in North West Province in South Africa. Through contribution tracing, we were able to trace the influence of the EGRS evaluation from 2013 to its effects into 2019. Here we describe how the 3ie stakeholder engagement and evidence uptake plan was used by researchers to plan for maximum evidence uptake. The researchers used the multi-stakeholder steering committee and committed to the National Evaluation Policy Framework (NEPF) which resulted in greater collaboration and opportunities for continuous learning and adaptation. As a result of the evidence from this impact evaluation funded by 3ie, USAID used the evidence to commission another evaluation in Mpumalanga Province to investigate different modes of coaching, and USAID reconfigured its Reading Support Program to extend EGRS implementation and evaluation across all foundation phase classes in two districts of North West Province. 
	Impact: The uptake of these early grade reading interventions in South Africa can be attributed to key decision points which were influenced by the 3ie funded impact evaluation. Collaboration and learning were systematically resourced, recorded and tracked through the development of a stakeholder engagement and evidence uptake plan. In line with 3ie requirements to plan, implement and report on stakeholder influencing and through the NEPF-mandated steering committee and project management team established in 2014, the research team engaged with a range of stakeholders at crucial milestones during the study, through meetings and workshops; and used a range of communication products, such as baseline and midline reports, pamphlets, and presentations. According to the research team, despite the barriers to evidence use, timely and repeated engagement with stakeholders in the DBE’s curriculum and teacher development branches led to conversations that evolved from justifying the need for coaching to discussing coaching standards, cost-effectiveness and sustainability. Tracking this case through our contribution tracing-based project has helped 3ie learn about both the strengths and limits of our stakeholder engagement requirements and the additional value of researcher characteristics and processes such as those provided by South Africa's NEPF. This has provided us learning that is informing our country evidence partnerships, such as in the Philippines. We are putting together a comparison of national evaluation systems for the Philippines's National Economic and Development Authority and South Africa figures prominently.
	Why: 3ie works with research teams to promote evidence use and impact. We have been monitoring evidence use in 3ie supported impact evaluations since 2015. In 2018, we adopted contribution tracing because it can be standardised and is more robust and rigorous than our previous approaches. This method applies Bayesian updating to traditional process tracing to reduce subjectivity and increase confidence and consistency in making evidence use claims.Contribution tracing strengthens the processes necessary for CLA, building institutional memory on howdecisions were made, and programmes adapted based on the technical evidence base to improve 3ie guidance. It helped us focus on the collaboration and learning between researchers, national policymakers and donors:the DBE signaled the importance of this evaluation by listing it in the DPME’s 2014 National Evaluation Plan (NEP). In doing so, the DBE also accepted oversight from a multi-stakeholder steering committee and committed to the NEPF process that called on it to take ownership of the study and its findings, as they became available. The research team’s location within the DBE and its strong ties to a small but robust academic research community contributed significantly to the high profile of the EGRS findings. The research team was led by Stephen Taylor, then a research specialist in the DBE Office of the Director General, and Brahm Fleisch of the University of Witwatersrand’s Division of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies. Listing the EGRS on the DPME’s NEP was strategic. Under South Africa’s NEPF, the DPME’s unique position – above department level within The Presidency – ensures that departments act on their improvement plans and report progress to the Cabinet. For the research team, the NEP process also helped them engage with sector stakeholders on the findings, irrespective of their direct association with the EGRS evaluation. Thus, USAID was invited to discuss the findings and implications of the evaluation alongside other partners, when it was time to develop the improvement plan.
	Lessons Learned: We value the full range of CLA approaches, both direct and indirect, so this question will not be judged for points. Instead, it will be used to collect stories and evidence about how CLA has supported a response to the COVID-19 pandemic.No
	Factors: Factors supporting evidence use:• The EGRS responded to the dismal performance of South African students in international and regional assessments and the growing demand for rigorous evidence to improve students’ performance in early grades.• The credibility, existing networks and experience of the research team in the sector and the region helped nurture relationships with a donor community already interested in improving early learning.• Institutionalised processes, such as the NEPF, coordinated by the DPME, helped create ownership of evaluation findings and provided the means for ensuring that evaluation results reached the Cabinet.• Multiple donors stepped up as evaluation evidence champions to support the evaluation findings, broker relationships and advocate for provincial implementation of the EGRS approaches.• The researchers were effective in translating evaluation evidence into briefs, summary reports and multimedia products as part of ongoing engagement with key actors. Factors constraining evidence use:• Implementing the EGRS findings will require obtaining national and provincial buy-in for improving teacher training approaches for home languages and developing a new cadre of reading specialists for instructional coaching.• Provincial budget constraints with large proportions of sector finances committed to personnel costs make it unlikely that provinces could immediately implement the evaluation findings.• Given recent elections and a weak economy, decision makers may prioritise responding to other urgent issues in the education sector, such as upgrading toilets and other school infrastructure.Navigating constraints: collaborating with non-government partners (USAID, UNICEF), building proofs of concept and implementation-related evidence (from the analyses of provincial budgets) are expected to help evidence use. 
	CLA Approach: In South Africa, prior to this impact evaluation, there was little evidence of which early grade reading interventions worked. In the past, many governmental, non-governmental and academic programmes in various parts of South Africa had implemented diverse interventions to improve these skills. Most of these programmes either had shortdurations or did not include evaluations of what worked about them, for whom, or how or why they worked. Against this backdrop, demand grew for evidence of the effectiveness of early reading programmes. International evaluations and the limited evidence available from South African studies consistently indicated that structured teaching programmes with scripted lesson plans and additional reading materials worked in low- and middle-income country contexts. Internal and External Collaboration: The researchers knew that conducting an evaluation was not sufficient for affecting decision-making, and therefore deliberate decisions were taken to list the evaluation in the DPME's 2014 NEP which brought both oversight and ownership of the evaluation with key decision-makers and funders. Technical Evidence Base: 3ie funded the EGRS impact evaluation in North West Province to improve reading outcomes in students' home language, Setswana. This evaluation contributed to the technical evidence base by comparing the effectiveness of three pilot intervention approaches (1) structured learning program with centralised training, 2) on-site coaching for teachers with specialist reading coaches and 3) parental involvement in grades 1 and 2 in 230 schools. The evaluation found that the on-site coaching approach had larger and statistically significant effects on more dimensions of home-language reading ability than the centralised training or parental involvement approach. Although on-site teacher coaching also had a positive effect on English literacy, the training approach had a significant positive effect on only three dimensions of home-language reading ability. Coaching was twice as effective as the training-only approach, but it was almost twice as expensive, making both approaches almost equally cost-effective. Implementing coaching also requires operational changes, such as shifting a greater share of per student government expenses from personnel to non-personnel costs and finding and retaining high-quality coaches. In making their recommendations, the study team considered that the training-only approach closely followed the existing model for teacher development and training and was less expensive, whilst being effective. They recommended that schools begin with structured lesson plans in the home language and with support materials, such as graded readers. They also recommended more research into the modalities and effects of interventions promoting parents’ involvement and those that could work in the most challenging rural, low-income settings.Adaptive Management and Continuous Improvement and Learning: The researchers shared their evaluation findings with a wide range of stakeholders including USAID, which then decided to adapt their programming to design the Early Grade Reading Support II project. USAID is helping address questions linked with scalability and cost-effectiveness by supporting an extension of the EGRS in North West Province and a follow-up evaluation of different modes of coaching in Mpumalanga Province. USAID has also worked with the research team to produce an advocacy video that cites evidence from the EGRS to support the package of instructional coaching, high-quality readers and lesson plans. UNICEF and USAID, in partnership with the DBE research unit, both plan to analyse provincial education budgets. The assessment of public finances seeks to enable reprioritisation of provincial education sector spending.Mission Resources: USAID used the evaluation findings to design the extension of EGRS in North West Province and also a follow-up evaluation of different modes of coaching in Mpumalanga Province. Using the technical evidence base and adapting subsequent programming allowed USAID to use its Mission resources in the cost-effective manner. 
	Context: In South Africa, 78 per cent of children in fourth grade cannot read for meaning. Even before the 2016 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) revealed this striking statistic, it was clear that the country’s students were struggling to read for meaning in African home languages, as well as in English. Scholars have attributed the reading crisis to apartheid-era policies of vastly unequal and lower-standard schooling systems for a majority of people. They have emphasised the vicious cycle of factors that lead to deficient reading that then contribute to poor learning outcomes. These factors include insufficiently trained teaching cadres’ focusing on pronunciation and rote memorisation, deficient provincial educational budgets, the lack of reading materials at school and home, and the challenges facing predominantly poor and illiterate parents. However, there was little evidence of which early grade reading interventions worked. In the past, many governmental, non-governmental and academic programmes in various parts of South Africa had implemented diverse interventions to improve these skills. Most of these programmes either had short durations or did not include evaluations.Because the Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation (DPME) is a 3ie member, rigorous impact evaluations such as the EGRS qualified for funding that 3ie was offering to members. The DPME and the Department of Basic Education (DBE) applied for and received this funding to evaluate a pilot the DBE ran starting in 2015. The researchers piloted three approaches to improve reading outcomes in a set of early grade classrooms in two districts of North West Province. They piloted high-quality Setswana readers and structured lesson plans for foundation phase teachers of grades 1 and 2, combined with either centralised teacher training or on-site teacher coaching. The third approach they piloted was community-based support to improve parental involvement in children’s literacy. The EGRS sought to identify the most cost-effective of the three approaches to improve home-language reading skills in the early grades.Here we highlight how evidence from the 3ie-funded EGRS evaluation of the pilot in North West Province is informing the response to the early grade reading crisis in South Africa. 
	Impact 2: Following engagement with the researchers on evaluation findings, USAID reconfigured its Reading Support Project to extend EGRS implementation and evaluation across all foundation phase classes in two districts of North West Province. USAID has funded a follow-up evaluation in Mpumalanga Province, informed by the EGRS, to test virtual modes of instructional coaching for English as First Additional Language. The case of the EGRS strongly reinforces that policymaking is non-linear and complex where the role of evidence depends on the contextual mechanisms promoting evidence use, which may or may not prove effective. Whilst the EGRS responded to a national crisis in public education with rigorous evidence, an institutionalised process for evidence use has been crucial for the EGRS evidence to gain endorsement from the highest levels of government and donors. Multiple competing priorities in a resource-constrained and politically charged setting have affected the channels and the extent to which evidence has informed decision-making to date. Clearly, as discussions with the provincial education departments showed, operationalising ‘what works’ requires more than just evaluation evidence. Those viewed as stakeholders at the beginning might evolve and change over the period of the evaluation as project partners adapt to context. This happened in the case of the EGRS, as the government education departments were saddled with other urgent priorities and as USAID emerged as a key decision maker in the end. Given the constraints to wider impact, the USAID Reading Support Project partners implemented the coaching approach in all schools of the two study districts in North West Province, whilst the researchers and donors continue to engage provincial decision makers and other stakeholders around findings. Going forward, a crucial mechanism for evidence-informed action is the ongoing collaborative research on provincial budget and cost-effective ways to implement structured, curriculum-based lesson plans, high-quality reading materials and instructional coaching.


