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Case Title: 

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

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

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 

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? What organizational or
development challenge(s) prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or adapt?

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



  

      
  

4. 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.



  
 

 

 

 
 

  
  

5. 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? 

6. 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? 



 

  
7. What factors affected the success or shortcomings of your collaborating,
	
learning and adapting approach? What were the main enablers or obstacles?
	

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

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,  RTI  International.
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	Summary: This case concerns a shift in processes within the Africa Bureau’s Education Division of the Office of Sustainable Development (AFR/SD/ED), leading to multiple actions to set the foundation of CLA within the team and its USAID counterparts. A 2017 desk review of the team’s processes revealed a significant overlap in work (both within the team and with other operating units (OUs)), yet collaboration was not always happening despite it. There were many different players and moving parts, and utilizing evaluation and data was a challenge. This highlighted an initial need for improved processes in the CLA sub-components of knowledge management (KM) and pause and reflect (P&R), which was corroborated by the facilitation of the CLA Maturity Tool for AFR/SD/ED in May 2017. The conversations and action planning that resulted from this tool led to a shift in mindset that led to multiple outcomes using a CLA approach. These included internal team practices such as ongoing meetings to share information and updating filing protocols to make information more collaborative and accessible to the team as a whole. This shift also influenced an initiative to create a shared inventory of learning activities within education sector OUs, resulting in the collection of information on 87 learning activities in its first phase. Furthermore, this shift contributed to the team’s design of the Africa Regional Education Workshop (AREW), the content of which was shaped to emphasize the usage of evaluation results to influence future programming in Africa-based education programs. 
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	Impact: 
The AFR/SD/ED team went through a shift in mindset that served as a catalyst for the CLA efforts mentioned in this case. This shift was due in large part to the CLA Maturity Tool, facilitated in May 2017, and the conversations that came out of it.  Prior to this time, knowledge sharing, setting time aside for reflection, and a unified learning approach were not a part of the team’s culture.  A desk review for a AFR/SD/ED learning agenda conducted prior to the facilitation of this tool corroborates this claim. It found that different country teams were approaching learning, evaluation and research in different ways. For example, it found that some countries include learning, research or evaluation questions in CDCS’s, and some do not.  It also identified information gaps between what was written down vs. what was actually happening, as well as gaps in the dissemination of knowledge and best practices. Furthermore it found that there was often a lot of overlap in work, yet collaboration was not always happening despite it, with many different players and moving parts. It also found that evaluation and data use was a challenge. 

Since the CLA Maturity Tool was facilitated, many of these challenges have been mitigated. The team has adopted the regular protocols to improve KM and P&R previously identified, and integrated CLA approaches into the learning inventory and AREW. This happened largely because CLA is now a regular part of the team’s conversation, with members constantly seeking opportunities to share information and learn from experiences when necessary. 
	CLA Approach: 
The first step in applying a CLA approach was to get buy-in from the AFR/SD/ED team to proceed with it. This was fairly simple provided that many team members were already on board with the concept of CLA, and everyone seemed to be in agreement that there was a need for improvement in team practices. 

Next came the application of the CLA Maturity Tool. It was determined that the tool would be used to help shape a team retreat, which was scheduled by the acting team lead as a time to reflect and re-assess team practices and protocols. 

The conversations that the CLA Maturity Tool facilitation led to resulted in an action plan for several new protocols aimed at improving KM and P&R. These include the following:

-Recurring special topic meetings, in which team members present to the team on a technical area they work on. This often includes bringing in a guest presenter who is familiar with the topic.  

-Recurring country briefings for the team, led by country backstops and other staff that is engaged in supporting education work by the 18 missions with education portfolios.

-A revamping of the team’s file organization system, resulting in the utilization of Google Apps to optimize sharing and collaboration, which included a team training on Google Apps.

-A restructuring of weekly team meetings, designed to be more efficient and effective.

Meanwhile, as the team began the implementation of these new protocols, discussions were taking place in the Education Sector Council (ESC) as to how to address similar challenges related to the sharing of information between education-related operating units (OUs), and ultimately how to create a sector-wide learning agenda. This resulted in the creation of the Learning Agenda Working Group (LAWG), which was coordinated by AFR/SD/ED’s Learning Fellow. 

The LAWG decided that a first and important step to improving the sharing of information in the education sector was to create a shared inventory of learning products (defined by the group broadly as activities that aim to lead to learning, starting a year prior, or ending within a year of submission) taking place within its OUs. After three months, the LAWG had collected 87 learning products from education sector OUs. After assessing learning activity results, it was determined that there was a need for the information obtained to be compiled in a repository, and that in order to make it organized and user friendly enough expand collection and usage to missions, that there needed to be a contractor to assist in its creation. The LAWG brought this recommendation to the ESC, and received approval to move forward with construction of a knowledge sharing repository of learning activities for the education sector. 

The shift in mindset that led to the learning inventory and the protocols put into place for improving CLA practices in the AFR/SD/ED team also helped fuel the design of AFR/SD/ED’s Africa Regional Education Workshop (AREW). Through the lens of CLA, the team saw this workshop, which is a biennial workshop designed to provide technical training and guidance to education officers in USAID missions across Africa, as an opportunity to optimize KM and P&R. Thus, the entire five-day workshop was designed to focus on reflecting on findings in the evaluations of education programs and activities, with the aim of using these findings to influence future USAID education programs and activities in Africa. 

	Why: The planning office in the Africa Bureau had engaged a PPL Learning Fellow in spring 2016 to conduct a bureau-wide assessment of what information and learnings were shared and what gaps existed that could be strengthened across the bureau. Although the bureau-wide assessment was never operationalized, interaction with the PPL Learning Fellow did motivate AFR/SD/ED leadership to learn more about CLA to fulfill a long-held desire to develop a learning agenda for the division and ideally the Africa education community as a whole. AFR/SD/ED leadership decided that to realize that goal, it made sense to invest division  resources in a PPL Learning Fellow as the development of a learning agenda was a long-term process that would require step-by-step support of a Fellow. AFR/SD/ED leadership also wanted a Fellow to help instill a CLA lens within division staff to make their daily work more effective.

	Context: In May of 2017, the AFR/SD/ED team chose to have its PPL Learning Fellow facilitate a CLA Maturity Tool exercise. As a result, the team determined that it needed improvement in knowledge management (KM) and pause and reflect (P&R) practices. As a team with members assigned to support various research projects and activities, as well as to serve as backstops for education officers in missions, work has historically been siloed to individuals, without established systems for sharing information that could be beneficial for the team as a whole. A result of this siloed information was that many lessons learned from evaluations, reports, etc., were not being applied to new projects and activities that the team supports. 

Furthermore, a retreat for the Bureau for Economic Growth, Education, and Environment’s Office of Education (E3/ED) (a team which AFR/SD/ED works with closely) held the month prior revealed that this office shared similar challenges related to the inefficient sharing of information, and inadequate systems for collective learning from results. 

	Lessons Learned: Based on this experience, I would advise my colleagues who would like to use a CLA approach with their work to focus initial efforts on finding ways to bring the conversation about CLA practices to their team. The team follows the direction of the conversations it is having, and CLA cannot happen successfully without collaboration. Do not attempt to force CLA practices, or to try to do them all yourself. If the team is not familiar with CLA, I would suggest having a conversation with the team lead about providing a brief overview of it to the team as a start. In initial discussions about CLA, it is important to point to evidence as to how and why this approach improves team impact and efficiency. It is also important to note what CLA practices are already being used without being labeled as such, and that CLA is about incorporating approaches into processes that already exist.

I suggest utilizing the resources available through the CLA Toolkit for reference during these initial discussions, and highly suggest the facilitation of the CLA Maturity Tool, as it has proved to be an effective catalyst for CLA based conversations and subsequent practices for the AFR/SD/ED team. 
	Factors: The success of the CLA approach largely came from most of the AFR/SD/ED team members (particularly the acting team lead) being bought-in to the concept of it by the time the Learning Fellow joined the team to help facilitate the process. It did not take much convincing that there was a need for discussion surrounding the team’s processes in order to improve CLA efforts, and those discussions only increased the team’s understanding of- and commitment to- practices to improve them. 

Yet the implementation of this approach did not come without challenges. The biggest challenge was the busy nature of the team, and the fact that other tasks often took priority over making time for a special topic meeting, country briefing, and time allotted for discussions on more improved file sharing and other CLA related tasks. This challenge also presented itself when designing the AREW, in that it was not always agreed upon that there was time in workshop sessions to incorporate a CLA learning approach. This challenge was mitigated by the presence of the Learning Fellow- the fact that there has been an individual with the improvement of CLA practices built into his scope of work has helped keep CLA actions of the team’s radar, and has helped keep the conversation of CLA afloat. This has best been done by finding ways to integrate CLA into already existing work without reinventing the wheel. 

	Impact 2: While it may be too early to tell exactly what the development outcomes are of the CLA practices that have been put into place, the now-established foundation for CLA is promising for them. The KM and P&R practices within the AFR/SD/ED team have made the sharing of information more efficient and effective, and implies that future projects and activities may be influenced from a more holistic body of knowledge. 

The fact that 87 learning activities have already been collected from education sector OUs, and that the ESC has agreed that scaling the inventory up to an established repository implies that education staff see the value in information sharing and are eager to utilize the product once it is complete. Several discussions have taken place within the ESC in which people agree that this effort will help optimize collaboration, identify knowledge gaps, and share important lessons that can be used to influence future programming. 

The application of the CLA approach to AREW is an example of a major contribution. The mere fact that AFR/SD/ED team members agreed to design a conference with the theme of learning from previous experiences and how to apply those lessons moving forward serves as evidence of a collective CLA mindset. Many workshop participants have reported that this was one of the best of such workshops yet, and are eager to utilize the tools and resources offered by presenters in their work. Furthermore, now that the workshop is complete, the team is eager to learn from it, and is fully engaged in the After Action Review process and ensuring that lessons are tracked so they can be incorporated into future workshops.



