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1. Which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning and Adapting Framework
are reflected most in your case (select up to 5 subcomponents)?

Pause & Reflect 

Adaptive Management 

Technical Evidence Base 

Theories of Change 

Scenario Planning 

M&E for Learning 

Internal Collaboration 

External Collaboration 

Openness 

Relationships & Networks 

Continuous Learning & 
Improvement 

Knowledge Management 

Institutional Memory 

Decision-Making 

Mission Resources 

CLA in Implementing 
Mechanisms 

https://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/keyconcepts_twopager_8.5x11_v7_20160907.pdf


 

 
 

2. What is the general context in which the case takes place?

3. Why did you use a collaborating, learning, and adapting approach?



  

 4.  Describe how you used collaborating, learning, and adapting in this case.



  
 

 

 

5b.  Development Results: What impact, if any, has CLA had on your development outcomes?


5a.  Organizational Impact: What impact, if any, has collaborating, learning, and adapting 
had on your team, mission or organization? 



The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID LEARN, a Bureau for Policy, Planning and Learning (PPL) mechanism 
implemented by Dexis Consulting Group and its partner, International Resources Group, a subsidiary of RTI.
	

7.  Based on your experience and lessons learned, what advice would you share with 
colleagues about using a collaborating, learning, and adapting approach?

6.   What factors affected the success or otherwise of your collaborating, learning 
and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or barriers?
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	Submitter: Monalisa Salib
	Organization: USAID LEARN, on behalf of the Learning Dojo
	Caption: Learning Dojo members participate in a kick-off workshop. Credit: USAID LEARN
	Case Title: The Learning Dojo: A Space for CLA "Black Belts" at USAID.
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: In late 2016, USAID’s Bureau for Policy, Planning & Learning (PPL) initiated the Learning Dojo, an effort to bring together five operating units at USAID around a shared learning agenda. Representatives from PPL, the Center of Excellence on Democracy, Human Rights, and Governance, the U.S. Global Development Lab, localworks, and Forestry and Biodiversity meet regularly to share learning around these key learning questions: 1) What do effective collaboration, continuous learning, and adaptive management look like?2) What does effective local ownership look like?3) What difference do our respective efforts—collaborating, learning, and adapting (CLA), science, technology, innovation, and partnership (STIP), local ownership, etc.— make to development? When, under what conditions?4) How do we effectively measure the contribution of CLA, STIP, etc. to development results? What is considered evidence?5) What creates organizational change at USAID? How effective are our individual change efforts? How can we pool our collective efforts more strategically? The Dojo is an excellent example of intra-agency collaboration around a shared learning agenda. Regular meetings allow members to pause and reflect on what they are learning and apply new, cross-institutional insights in their work. The process of creating a shared learning agenda and sharing knowledge gained from each unit’s learning activities has strengthened relationships and the flow of information within USAID. In addition, it gives Dojo members, who are often on the front lines of providing CLA technical assistance in their bureaus, an opportunity to experience CLA firsthand.
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	Impact: Because we have managed and facilitated the Learning Dojo using CLA approaches and principles as highlighted above, the Dojo has become a strong and cohesive intra-agency effort. Based on recent (June 2017) satisfaction survey results from members, 100% of respondents agreed that:Overall, I am satisfied with the way the LEARN team facilitates the Dojo meetings. (100% strongly agree)There is much to be gained by staying in the Dojo. (100% strongly agree)I feel as though I can contribute to the conversation. (100% strongly agree)I understand how my work contributes to the Dojo’s goals and objectives. (85% strongly agree; 14% somewhat agree)The content of the meetings is useful. (83% strongly agree; 16% somewhat agree)Members also commented that they liked:“The various perspectives brought into the room - the diversity of viewpoints.”“Open respectful conversation and palpable energy in room.”“...the collaborative, supportive, and intellectually adventurous atmosphere in the meetings.” “...the in-depth look into other offices' learning efforts that I very likely would have missed out on otherwise.”“Diversity of perspectives, rich discussions, structure to analysis, good facilitation.”“Opportunity to share across bureaus/ sectors/ geographies.”   One Dojo member also noted that she has learned new tricks for facilitation and group processes from LEARN that she can use in her home operating unit. In addition, the Dojo provides members, who are often on the front lines of providing CLA technical assistance in their bureaus, an opportunity to experience CLA firsthand rather than understanding it solely as a theoretical construct. 
	CLA Approach: We applied the approaches and principles of collaborating, learning, and adapting in bringing this group together.We began by bringing together representatives of each of the five USAID operating units (Internal Collaboration) and two support contracts, LEARN and FAB’s Measuring Impact mechanism. Initial meetings focused on what the group wanted to accomplish together, what its vision is, and how it would work together. LEARN was responsible for facilitating meetings, and each operating unit agreed to provide representatives to attend what were initially biweekly and eventually monthly meetings. From the start, LEARN’s facilitation was intended to allow for a member-driven, dialogue-rich process so that the purpose and outcomes of the effort remain owned by members. Early on, we asked members what they would like the group to be called. One member suggested the name “Learning Dojo” and, thus, the Dojo was born. The participatory, inclusive nature of the group is among its most valuable characteristics (as one member said, “we are a dojo without a sensei.”)As a result of these biweekly meetings, the group settled on a shared vision: to “Develop the evidence base for doing development differently (integrating collaborating, learning, and adapting; thinking and working politically; science, technology, innovation, and partnership; local ownership) to create organizational change within USAID and share learning from our multi-sectoral efforts along the way.” To operationalize this vision, we created a shared learning agenda to explore the technical evidence base around five key themes:Theme 1: Pool our evidence that collaborating, learning, and adapting make a difference to development Key Question: What difference do our respective efforts—STIP, local ownership, CLA, etc.— make to development? When, under what conditions?Theme 2: Develop Methods / Methodologies Key Questions: What methods are most effective for measuring the effect or contribution of difficult to measure variables such as CLA, STIP, etc. to development results? What is considered evidence?Theme 3: Learn how to best engage local actors and create locally-driven developmentKey Question: What does effective local ownership look like?Theme 4: Understand change management at USAID and how best to go about creating change for “doing development differently” Key Questions: What creates organizational change at USAID? How effective are our individual change efforts? How can we pool our collective efforts more strategically? Theme 5: Learn about what effective learning (and application of learning, or adapting) looks like. Key Question: What does effective collaboration, continuous learning, and adaptive management look like?Following the creation of the learning agenda, the group mapped each unit’s learning activities to these five themes. Once these learning activities were mapped, both on paper and electronically, we began sharing the results of our learning activities with each other. Each meeting from about December 2016 to May 2017 featured two or three members sharing out the results of their learning activities. Prior to each meeting, each sharer would have to fill in a standardized google form so that every person reporting to the group presented the information in the same way (knowledge management). This makes it easier to distill relevant knowledge per each of our shared learning themes and it forces the knowledge sharer to synthesize only what is relevant to the group. After the initial pilot share-outs, we gathered feedback on the use of the form and improved it for the next meeting (continuous learning and improvement). As of this writing (June 2017), we have had nine share-backs on either completed or planned learning activities relevant to our shared learning themes. During these sessions, USAID staff make connections to and consider the implications for their existing work and suggest additional resources that are relevant to a specific office’s efforts (pause and reflect).Because the group has a shared vision and learning agenda, we have established strong relationships over time (relationships and networks) based on mutual trust, good communication, and shared interests. The strength of these relationships further reinforces the purpose of the Dojo and each member’s commitment.
	Why: As these conversations unfolded, it became clear that there was alignment; almost all of us were asking ourselves whether we could demonstrate that our respective and related approaches (whether they be CLA, STIP, thinking and working politically (TWP), local ownership, etc.) were positively impacting development outcomes. This fit very well with PPL’s existing effort to build the evidence base for CLA (EB4CLA), which addresses these key questions:Does a systematic, intentional, and resourced approach to collaborating, learning and adapting contribute to improved organizational effectiveness and development outcomes? If so, how and under what conditions?How do we measure the contribution?Given this alignment, we chose to use a CLA approach to more efficiently answer these questions by leveraging each unit’s individual work for the benefit of the collective (as opposed to each unit working in isolation). The benefits of this collaboration and shared learning included:Sharing relevant knowledge among group members Using our respective communications channels to share relevant knowledge with wider networksAggregating our collective knowledge around shared, prioritized themesProvidinWhat prompted you to use a CLA approach? What needs did it address? 
	Context: USAID’s Bureau for Policy, Planning & Learning (PPL) promotes a systematic, intentional, and resourced approach to collaborating, learning, and adapting (CLA) throughout the Program Cycle. This approach is predicated on the expectation that doing so will improve organizational effectiveness and development results. At the same time, other parts of USAID are promoting similar approaches in their work for similar reasons. For example:— The US Global Development Lab promotes the integration of Science, Technology, Innovation, and Partnership (STIP) throughout the Program Cycle, which has clear connections to CLA. — localworks focuses on increasing local ownership of development assistance, a clear connection to CLA’s focus on substantive collaboration with local stakeholders. — Forestry and Biodiversity (FAB) is pursuing shared learning agendas to improve the effectiveness of common strategic approaches for biodiversity conservation as part of its support to missions in organizational learning and adaptive management. — USAID’s Center of Excellence on Democracy, Human Rights, and Governance (DRG Center) has long been a CLA pioneer in the Agency with a center-wide learning agenda and focus on political economy analysis and thinking and working politically (TWP), again with clear connections to CLA. Knowing that there was some existing alignment among our work, USAID/PPL and its support mechanism, LEARN, initially approached these operating units to determine if there was an opportunity to collaborate more substantially. We reached out to those with whom we had existing relationships and it snowballed from there (for example, DRG Center suggested we reach out to localworks). We began by getting a sense for each other’s portfolios and learning questions. Was there potential to collaborate? Around what? To what end?
	Lessons Learned: People have to experience the value of CLA to maintain their commitment. Remember to always model CLA in your words and actions in how you implement your initiative. Any initiative like this needs to be participatory and member-driven so that it remains relevant to the needs and interests of its members. Another key lesson and challenge moving forward is how to efficiently move into knowledge dissemination. At this point in the Dojo’s life, we are trying to pivot to creating joint knowledge products based on our shared interests and what we have collectively learned. We have just begun this pivot and early lessons reinforce the lesson above - always be member driven so members see the value of participation for their own work and are willing to contribute to shared knowledge products. 
	Factors: The first key success factor is that Dojo members are a like-minded group of development practitioners that value collaborating, learning, and adapting. Essentially, they are CLA champions and believe that by working together we can have greater impact, learn more, and influence our work for the better.The second major success factor is that the group is well facilitated. Meetings have clear agendas and concrete outcomes. In the background as well, LEARN has been documenting the group’s process, learning agenda, and organizing its resources on Google Drive. We also created a ‘partnership canvas’ that quickly and in one page summarizes the purpose of the group and what it hopes to achieve. This helps keep the group focused and reminded of its vision and goals. Time is also a success factor. USAID participants are willing to devote the two hours a month required to attend meetings and there is very little “homework” in between. This helps keep people engaged because they know they don’t need to do significant additional work outside the meetings. In addition, USAID/PPL has provided the resources required to facilitate the group via the LEARN mechanism.Whenever you have five operating units coming together, it can be difficult to align schedules. What has helped is scheduling meetings far enough in advance and having multiple representatives from the same operating unit so that if certain staff can’t attend, others can come in their place. We are lucky to have relatively consistent participation of about 12 people each meeting. The consistency is key, though we also try and reiterate what is found in the partnership canvas each meeting and summarize what happened at the last meeting for those who may have missed it.There have not been significant barriers to date. The key is to keep members engaged and the content relevant so members continue to actively participate. We have also debated how and when to broaden membership / share learning with others. This question is still being tackled by the group, and this case competition write-up is one attempt to share our experience with others.
	Impact 2: It is still far too early to determine if the Dojo or the CLA approaches used in facilitating the Dojo could have any impact on development outcomes. The lines of inquiry that members focus on have everything to do with development impact, but it is a long chain from studying whether our approaches have greater impact to actually achieving some kind of impact on the ground. The hope for all Dojo members is that by further exploring CLA, STIP, local ownership, TWP, etc., we will have a stronger evidence base that these approaches make a difference to development. This would hopefully lead to USAID staff and implementing partners to more intentionally apply these approaches in their work, ultimately leading to development impact. At the same time, by sharing our learning in this coordinated way, our intention with the Dojo is to more efficiently share this knowledge with colleagues who could most readily apply what has been learned and share it with their broader networks.


