
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

	Case Title: 

	Submitter: Semere Solomon
	Organization: Creative Associates International 
	Caption: Federal and State Government representatives  attending Project Year Four Work Planing Session in Abuja, Nigeria. Credit: Amina Aminu
	Case Title: Collaborative Program Management: The Case of Northern Education Initiative Plus
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: The Initiative was aimed at strengthening Nigerian governmental and non-governmental systems to deliver quality basic education. The project was thus designed to create sustainable education policies, strengthen planning, management, and assessment systems, and build capacity in Bauchi and Sokoto States to deliver and support education systems, with the end goal of increasing access to education and improving learning outcomes.  Implementing a complex program of this nature required approaches that would embrace the concept of “partnership-in-development”. This necessitated the need for buy-in and ownership of host governments and communities at large. It had to be grounded on a shared vision articulated by all partners and anchored on common goals and objectives. It necessitated a long and tedious process of building mutual trust and respect. It demanded communicating in the spirit of transparency and equality. It had to be mutually beneficial. It also required defining clear roles and responsibilities for all parties involved.  Given the challenges the situation posed to the program, CLA was not an option but a necessity. Pause and Reflect was widely used along with Continuous Learning and Improvement. Technical Evidence Base and M&E for Learning was the foundation for all policy reforms. Openness characterized the way we communicated with all our partners. Our management approach was characterized by agility and responsiveness to the ever-evolving situation.The Initiative was effective in strengthening government systems – data management, planning, decision-making, increasing budget, introducing policy reform - to deliver quality education by increasing learning outcomes, and expanding enrolment in non-formal education. 
	Impact: Our CLA approach used adaptive management and multiple feedback loops to share information and foster learning. These loops served to quickly identify, then simultaneously contextualize and manage gaps among the moving parts providing solutions. We monitored the effectiveness of our activities through social network analysis, readiness assessments, and our impact tracking tools, augmented by coordinated feedback loops. Our central and state offices coordinated quarterly meetings for our collaborators to discuss feedback, thus had a bird’s eye view of progress and challenges, what was working and where help or adjustments are needed. The team reviewed progress against targets at six-month intervals to help states achieve targets and support states prepare progress reports. We conducted annual work planning forums to synthesize all feedback and discuss course adaptations. Pause and Reflect promoted team building, reinforced by open communications. Our close collaborations with and proximity to primary stakeholders enabled us to share learning across institutions.As we approach close-out, one would notice our CLA approach has been elevated to the next level. The Initiative was successful in introducing and maintaining fidelity of implementation in six areas: i) prioritizing country-focus and ownership; ii) focusing investments on measurably and sustainably improving outcomes; iii) Strengthening systems and developing capacity in local institutions; iv) working in partnership and leveraging resources; v) driving decision-making and investments using evidence and data; and vi) promoting equity and inclusion.The Initiative’s management approach enabled the leadership and responsibility for project outcomes within the Nigerian government with officials at different levels taking on increasing managerial, financial, and technical responsibility to maximize government and CSO ownership in achieving positive and sustainable results by closely monitoring performance to meet project objectives. 
	Why: As a proven tool towards the realization of developmental objectives, CLA was built into the project design right from day one in anticipation of managing the complexity of the program. Given the challenges the situation posed to the program, CLA was not an option but a necessity. The project had no choice but to collaborate with a multitude of stakeholders who are key to the success of the project. It had to formulate mechanisms on how to bring them together. Learning (through Pause and Reflect) had to be an ongoing process. As the result of this, the project needed to keep on tweaking its approach to serve the purpose better. The Initiative’s approach was characterized by a mechanism that promoted the i) provision for regular Pause and Reflect sessions to create opportunities for exchanges of experience and learning, ii) hosting planning and review meetings, iii) allowing free flow of information, iv) hosting learning by doing sessions, v) engaging politicians, community and religious leaders to support the education agenda, and vii) conducting joint studies to introduce policy reforms.  The project’s success depended on i) supporting the states and local authorities in developing their respective institutional capacity development plans; ii) delineating the systems, services, and skills that will be developed, and iii) determining how they will be developed and measured. This required an integrated approach that identified and linked key system collaborators with the evidence-based building blocks (governance, human resources, financing, community engagement, etc.) and strategies for system strengthening and delivery.   
	Lessons Learned: The onset of COVID-19 pandemic in Nigeria caused unprecedented challenges and changes, including lockdown, school closure, and associate psychological stress. The project was fortunate enough to have already laid down the ICT infrastructure and innovations associated with it to help programming - an effective and pivotal strategy for The Initiative. This was aimed at achieving greater cost and time effectiveness in support of programming. These included: mobile money payments to LFs, tablet-based coaching and mentoring tools, digital data collection tools to support M&E and data collection for assessment (EGRA, LEMA, GALA), tracking attendance of trainees, and virtual teacher professional development platforms such as interactive voice response (IVR), SMS, radio, and video. The Initiative utilized ICT tools to sensitize and mobilize communities to increase children’s enrollment in NFLCs and local schools and to promote the reading agenda.  It took no time to use these platforms to collaborate with other partners such as government counterparts, UNICEF, and the World Bank to launch radio broadcasting of EGR instruction to children affected by school closures. The Initiative provided IVR messages to support local school communities including teachers.  The Initiative also developed and disseminated IVR messages to create awareness about COVID-19 and measures that should be taken to prevent it.  In response to requests by state counterparts, the Initiative provided Virtual Continuous Professional Development (vCPD) activities using WhatsApp, Zoom, and SMS platforms to support teachers and School Support Officers. The Initiative produced fictional and non-fictional illustrative books about a family with COVID-19. The books were designed as part of a learning module for use by schools, non-formal learning centers, and community members (in Hausa and English) to both sensitize learners about COVID-19 and to teach reading. Fiction and non-fiction e-books were also developed to support social-emotional learning (SEL) and literacy.
	Factors: Government counterparts’ buy-in and ownership was key to the success of the project. The CLA approach was aimed at facilitating this process. But this required stable political environment, limited change in political leadership, and some type of guarantee from the government that limited transfer will be made of core personnel. In the absence of these factors, progress made could easily be derailed. Unfortunately, the project witnessed political instability, government restructuring, limited coordination amongst government institutions, and at times resistance to change to the ongoing reform. In the event of leadership change, we had to restart the advocacy process to bring the new leaders up to speed with progress in the program.  Frequent staff turnover resulted in interruption of project activities and decelerated the momentum. This also contributed to the draining of technical skills built during the life of the project. Some high-level civil servants’ insistence on being remunerated for work done as part of their obligation to the civil service sometimes created unnecessary challenges to the process. The COVID-19 pandemic and the attendant challenges, especially the initial lockdown and restriction of movement, posed major challenges to collaboration at the very beginning. The project used this as an opportunity to introduce ICT solutions to collaboration and learning. Weekly check-in meetings were conducted through Zoom and other platforms with collaborators. The identification and mobilization of champions of change within the ministry structures, their active involvement in the Steering Committees and TWGs, the enthusiasm demonstrated by members of the State Assemblies, the unextinguishable fervor on the part of community structures to change the status quo helped maintain the momentum acquired through CLA. Our collaboration with the WB BESDA programming has also served as an enabler. The states were desperately looking for an education model to use. The Initiative’s mode served the purpose.   
	CLA Approach: Our approach was deliberate and systematic. The basic questions that we asked included: Who are our collaborators? What is the best mechanism that promotes experience sharing and learning with our collaborators? How do lessons learned translate in re-programming? We identified our collaborators as government structures (through Steering Committees and Technical Working Groups) at different levels, CSOs, community structures, and development partners. Upon identifying our collaborators, we brought them together (again at different levels) to acquaint them with the overall objectives of the program and to engage them to help us define roles and responsibilities. This opportunity helped the project management to ground-truth the design assumptions and to tweak them as needed. Extensive consultations helped to identify best ways to navigate the terrain. The project was defined as a journey where every partner/collaborator was expected to contribute their share. The rules of engagement were set right on day one. An MOU was signed between USAID and the key government partners. CSOs were made be aware of the roles and responsibilities through a series of orientation (and if need be training) sessions. The project set out to work with community structures with a clear sense of purpose and modalities of engagement. The project made provisions for regular Pause and Reflect sessions to create opportunities for exchanges of experience and learning. These included: i) hosting annual planning and semi-annual review exercises where partners review activities accomplished, deliberate on challenges/threats, and identify areas requiring more thoughtful assessments before moving forward. These exercises usually culminated in action plans. A mechanism that allowed free flow of information or feedback loop was also essential to promote synergy across all activities. Pause and Reflect sessions sometimes take the form of structured sharing of best practices and at times learning by doing. The efforts to enhance project buy-in was meant to be a continuous process. The project engaged politicians (including members of the State Assembly), and community and religious leaders to support the reform agenda. All efforts aimed at assessing interventions to introduce policy reforms were conducted jointly. Dissemination events (through digital and non-digital platforms) represented a cross sections of our collaborators and were well covered in the news and the social media e.g. LEMA dissemination events were chaired Commissioners of Education and well-attended by education practitioners. Challenges identified over the course of the project allowed for opportunities for further in-depth studies that would promote policy reform. Policy dialogues resulted in policy briefs on Teaching, Testing, Text, Time and Tongue (5 Ts).  These helped increased instructional time (doubled from what it was), teacher professional development and support, and improved teacher attendance. Rolling assessments provided insight on the drivers of conflict and subsequent interventions needed to support programming. The process of EGR material development and the findings for EGRA generated an interest of the part of government partners to support the development of the National Reading Framework and National Standards and Benchmarks. Success  in EGR in Hausa and English generated interest to support the development of EGR packages in two additional widely spoken languages (Igbo and Yoruba). Rapid gender assessment made TLMs more gender sensitive, raised teachers’ awareness, bolstered gender-integrated classroom management, ensured safety in school, supported protocols to prevent GBV in schools, and encouraged collection of sex- and age-disaggregated data. Pause and Reflect happened to be one of the most widely used approaches along with continuous learning and improvement. Technical evidence base and M&E and learning was the foundation for all policy reforms introduced. Openness characterized the way we communicated with all our partners. Our management approach was characterized by agility and responsiveness to the ever-evolving situation. 
	Context: The Initiative was implemented under a highly complex environment characterized by i) a decentralized governance structure, ii) bloated and inefficient bureaucracy, iii) insufficient political will to change, iv) a multitude of stakeholders who are not coordinating amongst themselves at best and at odds with each other at worst; v) inefficient use of resources due to lack of planning and appropriate planning tools, vi) state, and local bodies poorly equipped to deliver quality education services, and vii) a weak link between the ministries on the one hand and the schools and communities on the other. This was compounded by high level of illiteracy among the population, low enrollment rates, particularly for girls from traditional families, little or no time devoted to reading, numeracy, or other core skills, shortage of teachers (who are poorly trained and male), lack of educational materials, and lack of modern pedagogical approaches.  Implementing a program aimed at providing greater access to basic education, especially for girls and out-of-school children (OOSC), and significantly improving reading outcomes for over one million school-age children required approaches that could navigate a rough socio-economic and political terrain. It called for the galvanization of the support of the widest possible stakeholders – government structures at the federal, state, and local levels, community structures, grassroot organizations including women’s groups, traditional and religious leaders, politicians, and other prominent personalities. They had to be brought together to understand the reform agenda and work collectively towards its realization. It was not meant to be an easy journey but one with many twists and turns. It involved learning and course adjustments as needed. No matter how slow it could be, progress should be steady and inclusive. It required building, pause and reflection, and consolidation. Finally, it called for the transition of project leadership and ownership to the legitimate owners.   
	Impact 2: Key successes attributed to the application of CLA include: improved capacity of state counterparts to deliver better services; increased financing/investment of/on basic education that target key interventions such as teacher professional development, teaching and learning materials printing and distribution, school support systems; and improved learning outcomes as demonstrated by the mid-line ERGA. Using best global practices as its basis, the Initiative supported the development of EGR curricula and materials for Hausa, English, Igbo and Yoruba. The full endorsement of these materials by the state governments other than the project interventions states is already a major step towards sustaining the EGR programming. ICA performance scores of the state education MDAs increased by between 40-74 percent across domains by midline. State governments financial contribution represented 90% (compared to 10% in year one) by project close-out. The impact included: scaling up of project intervention to non-intervention local government authorities. Already six states of the seventeen BESDA (a USD 611m WB programming) states have adopted this approach. The World Bank BESDA project technical document referenced the project’s reading approach as a model to be adopted. Budget and Planning Tool, and the subsequent development of MTSS was institutionalized in both project states. Data utilization increased in the states and the call for data generation and usage by the local governments increased. Other non-educational agencies in the state now rely on the technical expertise of the sector data managers for solutions on data related challenges. Least but not least, 43 EGR professionals drawn from government counterparts underwent rigorous post-graduate level training (accredited by FSU) to become the first batch of Nigerian professionals instrumental in the development of the Hausa, English P1 Big Books, and Igbo and Yoruba EGR curricula and materials, the training of education practitioners on EGR, and the development of the National Reading Framework. 


