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Begin With Books awardees and their Disabled
Persons Organization partners gather virtually
for peer-led training on standards for sign
language storybook production through the All
Children Reading Grand Challenge's Sign
Language Storybook Cohort.

Summary:
All Children Reading: A Grand Challenge for Development (ACR GCD)—launched in 2011 by USAID, World Vision,
and the Australian Government—advances EdTech innovation and research to improve reading outcomes for
marginalized children in low-resource contexts. Through ACR GCD, innovators and communities worldwide take
risks, design, and test solutions to address challenges, like quality education for all. In 2019, ACR shifted from
supporting innovators and innovations at pilot or proof of concept stages to transitioning mature, evidence-based
solutions to scale. In the past, ACR tested numerous successful innovations, but their applicability at scale remained
unknown. The innovations, while appealing, weren’t meeting the immediate need for scalable solutions. As more
than 387 million children won’t read or be able to do basic math by the end of primary school (UNESCO, 2017),
shifting to support scalable, evidence-based solutions became imperative. This demanded a well-organized and
intentional Learning Agenda to measure the impact of investments in evidence-based EdTech programming and
ACR’s ability to scale effective solutions. The Collaboration, Learning and Adapting (CLA) approach provided
structure that was missing, embedding learning in the awards life-cycle and ensuring ACR partners and awardees
had regular opportunities to collaborate, share knowledge and experiences, then adapt their designs or
implementation approaches based on ongoing learning or changing circumstances. Grounding the Learning Agenda
with the CLA process enabled ACR GCD and our awardees to successfully adapt projects when COVID-19 made it
impossible to gather to develop books, train, or pilot books in local contexts. COVID-19 presented our awardees with
the impetus for change and need for adaption which resulted in being some of the first organizations to develop new
books for students easily accessible online in underserved languages with COVID-19 prevention messages.

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

• Openness

• External Collaboration

• Relationships & Networks

• Technical Evidence Base

• Continuous Learning & Improvement

• Theories of Change

• Knowledge Management

• Scenario Planning

• Institutional Memory

• M&E for Learning

• Decision-Making

• Pause & Reflect

• Mission Resources

• Adaptive Management

• 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?
The global challenge of illiteracy calls for bold, fresh ideas. The ACR GCD, a partnership of USAID, World Vision, and
the Australian Government, funds a series of competitions leveraging science and technology to find scalable
solutions to improve the literacy skills of early-grade learners in developing countries. From 2011 to 2018, ACR GCD
funded 80+ innovations, with grants to 44 organizations, to improve reading in five areas: Children with disabilities,
books in underserved languages, foundations for literacy, education data, and education in emergencies.
Successful innovations were identified, but scalability remained elusive. Statistics on illiteracy among primary-age
children in low-income countries remain alarming, making the need for scalable solutions crucial. According, to
UNICEF (2017), more than 387 million children (90% of primary-age children in low-income countries) won’t be able to
read or do basic math by the end of primary school.
As a result, in 2019, ACR shifted from supporting innovators and innovations at pilot or proof of concept stages to
transitioning mature, evidence-based solutions to scale—reaching more children with more sustainable local
solutions.
The project team had to reconsider their approach. In the past, learning focused on single innovations and consisted
of measuring learning outcomes at baseline and end-line, ad-hoc and unstructured collaboration among awardees,
and limited sharing of lessons learned with the ACR partners (USAID, World Vision, and DFAT).
This shift required an operational environment more attuned to the needs of awardees and intentional horizontal and
vertical collaboration with many actors at once. It needed to create simple metrics that applied across the board. The
shift also required a knowledge management system that yielded a quicker flow of data, synthesized evidence, and
learning that supported decision-making. The primary challenge was agility, particularly how ACR GCD would quickly
address implementation hurdles.

2. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)?
The decision to use CLA in ACR GCD’s third round of funding came naturally because of increased exposure to CLA
via learning from the success of other grand challenges and was accelerated by the move from implementing pilots to
implementing solutions at scale. Taking solutions to scale requires beginning with the end in mind, working towards
systems strengthening, and being strategic and systematic in stakeholder engagements.
Many CLA elements were known but not being deliberately implemented and harmonized in the other two phases. For
example, ACR GCD was built through a partnership, but collaboration was confined under the specific agreements.
Any additional stakeholder collaboration was limited to consultation to inform ACR GCD decisions. However, working
for scale requires constant relationship building with all actors within and outside of ACR GCD, including intentional
creation of spaces for reflection and troubleshooting issues that could impede the scaling process.
The ACR GCD prize awards are typically managed as contracts with the awardee responsible for delivering product(s)
based on mutually agreed milestones and deadlines. Although ACR GCD met regularly with awardees and required
monthly reporting to troubleshoot issues, we recognized that this approach still would not address the challenges that
riddle operating at scale. A different approach to support awardees was necessary. In Round 3, ACR deliberately
designed its Learning Agenda to weave in CLA throughout award lifecycles, including spaces for learning, reflection,
building evidence that has practical application during award implementation and in the future, while also informing the
enabling environment.

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.
The main challenge that CLA helped to address was adapting how ACR supports awardees in scale-up versus
piloting. The ACR GCD team followed a “two-stream” approach, in which CLA is undertaken both at the awardee
(competition winners) and at the Partner (USAID, WV, DFAT) levels. This CLA approach ensures that activities are
coordinated, grounded in evidence, and adjusted as necessary to remain relevant and effective.
When awarding the Begin With Books (BWB) prize —awardees collaborated and shared lessons in developing
storybooks in local sign languages of Fiji, Indonesia, Nepal, Malawi, Mali, Papua New Guinea, Philippines, Samoa,
and Somalia. Few to no sign language storybooks existed for deaf or hard of hearing children in these contexts, nor
did standards for developing quality sign language books. Building on lessons from other Grand Challenges —which
found that heavy reliance on expert-led training did not adequately support innovators —ACR GCD established the
Sign Language Storybook Cohort (SLSC). The cohort, made up of BWB awardees and their Disabled Persons
Organization (DPO) partners, provides peer-led training on minimum standards for sign language storybook
production and opportunities for awardees and partners to collaborate, learn and share resources. Peer-led
trainings and peer-mentoring was a shift from the unidirectional technical assistance ACR typically hired externally.
ACR’s unique role as a Grand Challenge and ability to adapt quickly and shift funds was a supporting factor that
enabled a peer-led learning strategy. SLSC member Bakar Ali of Somali National Association for the Deaf says,
"The training has provided me the opportunity to understand how best to develop books according to children’s
ability to grasp information, based on their age. I’m so proud to be working on this project.”
Following consultations with Disability Inclusion Advisors, the World Federation of the Deaf, and relevant
universities and DPOs, ACR GCD found that there are no current standards for sign language storybook production.
This was particularly important for low-resource contexts (Fiji, Indonesia, Nepal, Malawi, Mali, Papua New Guinea,
Philippines, Samoa, and Somalia) and local sign languages in which the books would be created. To establish
robust standards for creating quality sign language storybooks, ACR shifted funding to RIT/NTID, a deaf-led
organization, to draft the minimum standards, request peer-review from appropriate validating organizations, finalize
the minimum standards, and develop and lead on-demand training sessions on the minimum standards for digital
sign language storybook production.
Evolving from a Grand Challenge that supported pilot projects and innovative ideas to one that supports sustainable
scale-up is a significant challenge. Through CLA, ACR is learning to provide the right support at the right time. This
required development of new tools and processes which did not exist. For example, ACR and our MERL partner,
School-To-School International, developed a Scalability Assessment Tool which is self-administered and analyzes
solution scalability across five dimensions: Effectiveness, equitability, market demand, financial sustainability and
transferability. The Scalability Assessment Tool was developed based on similar approaches used by the Securing
Water for Food Grand Challenge (SWFF) to provide targeted technical assistance to awardees to help them scale.
The ACR GCD has just started to use the tool with the BWB awardees and will revise as necessary based on their
feedback.
ACR runs quarterly CLA sessions for each competition. In these sessions, the awardee MEL data is reviewed with
awardees along with discussion questions focused on what works, what doesn’t, and how ACR can support the
awardees as they transition to scale. These sessions are led by ACR’s external MEL partner and are not attended
by ACR representatives to maximize transparency and openness. The ACR GCD Partners then meet bi-annually to
reflect on the awardee CLA sessions and use lessons learned for decision-making. The benefit of these sessions
thus far has been integration of key lessons learned from awardees in competition design and funding decisions as
well as the Partners awareness of challenges necessitating a need to extend award timelines.

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?
Now: The use of the CLA approach has improved ACR GCD’s relationship with the awardees and ability to
collectively respond to challenges they raise. The approach prompted small course corrections and large strategy
shifts that improved organizational effectiveness. For example, in the case of the SLSC, awardees have lauded the
support and resources provided on the Slack community, even requesting an additional Slack channel be developed
for sharing their books (in both print and sign language). Bigger changes like the creation of the SLSC are yielding
successes like creating and mainstreaming standards for publishing sign language storybooks which will be
packaged as a toolkit to spur the production and broad distribution of high-quality storybooks, enabling more inclusive
education.
In the Future: We expect that use of tools like the Scalability Assessment Tool, targeted technical assistance, and
quarterly CLA sessions regarding what’s working and what’s not working to improve vulnerable children’s language
and literacy will result in greater impact. The success of and lessons from the SLSC are informing efforts to develop a
similar cohort for the three awardees of our UnrestrICTed Challenge—which involves scaling ICT for education
solutions that ensure children with disabilities benefit from language, literacy and learning grounded in Universal
Design for Learning at home and at school.
The ACR GCD Learning Agenda, while nascent, blends different learning needs. It ties to evidence gaps from other
Education-related learning agendas of USAID, DFAT and World Vision, but is also meant to respond to learning
needs prioritized by ACR awardees and the ACR Partners decisions on future funding. The quarterly CLA sessions
have just started, but ACR has already made changes to keep, stop and start activities based on awardee feedback.

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?
ACR GCD expects the CLA approach will contribute to the following outcomes:
1. Children with disabilities benefit from reading and/or language support provided through context-appropriate
EdTech solutions grounded in Universal Design for Learning. Based on lessons learned, ACR structured each of our
awards focused on children with disabilities into Proof of Concept (POC) and Scale stages. Although the EdTech
solutions are mature and evidence-based, they have elements that have not been tested together or with the
intended population. The POC stage will allow for learning, adapting and making improvements prior to scale. ACR
anticipates that quarterly CLA sessions and use of awardee cohorts will support scale-up. ACR expects to see
awardees exceed targets for reaching and improving reading and/or language outcomes children.
2. Books provided through EdTech solutions enable marginalized children to learn in languages they use and
understand. There is a global shortage of books available for children in many languages and in accessible formats.
ACR GCD expects more than 2,600 books to be produced through BWB, including 1,300 in sign languages.
However, the CLA approach implemented through the SLSC elevates ACR’s impact beyond just producing materials
to the global platforms that host reading materials. The technical standardization of sign language storybook
metadata and RIT/NTID's World Around You sign language book platform architecture enable sustainable accessible
book production at scale in the future. These standards will be adopted by the Global Digital Library (an online
platform of free children's books in more than 70 languages) and other reading platforms, including those developed
by ministries of education to support virtual learning due to COVID-19 or other crises.

6. What factors enabled your CLA approach and what obstacles did you
encounter? How would you advise others to navigate the challenges you faced?
Enablers: (1) Willingness from ACR Partners to shift support to awardees to include appropriate technical
assistance, funding and knowledge sharing. One benefit of being a Grand Challenge for Development is that we are
uniquely focused on a specific development challenge. We can draw on the experiences of other grand challenges.
We are uniquely placed to improve the work of others, not just the activities we fund. (2) ACR Partners agreed to
participate in quarterly CLA sessions and committed to respond to challenges shared by awardees. (3) External
support from our MERL partner School-To-School International, who developed the CLA framework and conducted
CLA sessions with awardees (and without ACR GCD representatives). This enabled an environment of
transparency and openness. (4) Appropriate deaf education experts on the award judging panels who identified
challenges in producing sign language storybooks. Appropriate deaf education awardees who were positioned to
lead the development of minimum standards, the peer-led training sessions and continued Slack community
engagement for knowledge management.
Obstacles: (1) Although CLA is embedded in ACR’s program cycle, activities are still grounded in the Results
Framework, which places boundaries on the extent to which adaptations are possible. (2) COVID-19 presented
obstacles to awardees which limited their ability to adapt. CLA sessions and peer-led trainings were originally
designed as in-person events but had to shift to meet virtually. There is no real replacement for the relationships
built through in-person meetings, and gathering participants living across 20 time zones proved irresolvable.
However, the shift to virtual meetings with varying office hours enabled more participation from awardees' DPO
partners because funding for travel and approvals for travel were removed. (3) Engaging the virtual community with
accessible online methods and ensuring equitable and active participation by all are still challenges.

7. Was your CLA approach prompted by a response to the COVID-19 pandemic? If so, how?
ACR GCD embraced the CLA model well before the onset of the pandemic, but practicing CLA was accelerated
due to COVID-19.
Shifting what to work on: During the COVID-19 pandemic, CLA enabled ACR GCD and BWB awardees to
successfully adapt projects when COVID-19 made it impossible to gather to develop books, convene in person for
the SLSC training, or pilot the books in local contexts. Through initial CLA sessions, BWB Awardees expressed a
desire to produce COVID-focused books for the Global Digital Library, which did not have any. Simultaneously, the
ACR Partners determined the best way to address COVID was through existing projects. Within one month, ACR
provided additional funding to the BWB awardees to adapt their first project milestones to be among the first groups
to develop new books (including some with COVID-19 prevention messages) for students to use at home for
learning.
Shifting how we worked: While the SLSC was initially planned as two in-person events, ACR GCD adapted the
trainings due to travel restrictions resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. However, this shift enabled ACR GCD to
reach a broader audience with the cohort, engage regularly online with the community, and create a series of
evergreen training videos that can be repackaged and shared with others interested in using the minimum
standards to develop sign language storybooks.

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.

