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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
Before USAID’s Education Strategy  of 2011,  there was a  considerable body  of literature providing  
guidance on education needs and  strategies for  crisis and  conflict-affected  environments (EiCC),  yet  

there was little robust  evidence to  support  this guidance.   Since 2011,  USAID has progressively  sought  

to  provide  further  guidance,  as well  as build  the evidence  base for  what  works.   The Agency’s 

establishment  of the Education in Crisis and  Conflict  Network (ECCN)  in 2014 created  a  community  of 

practice of USAID  staff and  implementing  partners aimed  at  strengthening  research and  knowledge 

sharing  that  would  contribute to  improved  policy  and  programming  in the field  of education in crisis and  

conflict.  

This report  provides an analysis of USAID’s activity  designs for  EiCC  solicitations during  the period  
2011 through 2018.1   Solicitation documents were chosen  for  this analysis  because (1)  they  reflect  

USAID’s policy  implementation as reflected  by  Missions’  activity  designs and  (2)  it  is possible to  reliably  
compare solicitation documents across activities and  time periods,  given that  they  have similar  purposes,  

structures,  and  content.  

The report  is organized  into  four  sections.   Section 1 provides the context  of USAID’s education 

strategy,  policy,  and  guidance for  EiCC.   It  explains the purpose of the study,  which focuses on  four  

policy  areas:  

1. The use of theories of change in activity designs 

2. The use of evidence to support the strategies and elements in those activity designs 

3. Adaptive management using an emergent theory of change (TOC) and the collaborating, 

learning, and adapting (CLA) Framework for EiCC contexts 

4. The development of local institutional capacity, which is prioritized in the recent USAID 

Education Policy (2018) 

Section 2 describes the methodology used to analyze EiCC solicitations for the 2011–2014 and the 

2015–2018 periods (see Annex A for the solicitation document list). The study team analyzed 18 

solicitation documents for the earlier period, and 16 for the later period. The methodology consisted of 

a document analysis using a themes template (Annex C) and a rubric for assessing the activity designs 

across the program cycle on a scale reflecting a planned and emergent TOC (Annex D). The rubric was 

fully consistent with the CLA Framework. 

1 For the 2015–2018 period, USAID for EiCC activities made use of Annual Program Statements (APS) and Broad 

Agency Announcements (BAA) to seek creative approaches and processes for engaging partners in developing activity 

designs. These mechanisms are pre-solicitation documents, indicating a USAID/Mission’s interest in a development 
challenge. The BAA itself is not, in fact, a procurement process. Thus, when we use the term solicitation documents: we 

include both the APS and BAA. 
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Section 2 concludes with a description of the following study limitations: 

1. The study does not examine how these activities were implemented and performed. 

2. The study  does not  attribute the relative contribution to  the solicitation’s activity  design from 

(a)  Agency  statements of strategy,  policy,  and  guidance;  (b)  the role of  the USAID EiCC/Office 

and  the Regional  Bureaus in providing  technical  guidance to  country  Missions; and  (c)  the role of 

ECCN,  which was established  to  strengthen planning  and  programming  for  EiCC.  

The study’s findings are presented in Section 3 and summarized in Table 1, comparing the 2011–2014 

study with the 2015–2018 review. 

An overall conclusion from this comparative analysis of the solicitations over the eight-year period since 

2011 is that there has been a significant change toward more evidence-based TOCs in activity designs 

and a more frequent reference to the terms and elements of the CLA Framework, especially the term 

“collaboration,” with local institutions to enhance capacity development. These developments reflect 
the USAID Education Policy of 2018 and the Acquisitions and Assistance Strategy (2019), which call for 

strengthening systems with flexible, emergent TOCs to respond to complex, dynamic environments; 

driving decision-making using evidence and data; and prioritizing country-focus and ownership. 

However, a deeper analysis of the solicitation documents reveals numerous cases with a superficial use 

of the CLA Framework and a prescriptive approach to local institutional capacity development (LICD). 

However, in the 2015–2018 period, three of the 16 documents used alternative approaches leading to 

solicitations, such as the Annual Program Statement (APS) and the Broad Agency Announcement (BAA). 

These documents indicate a shift of USAID Missions’ increasing emphasis on local ownership and LICD 

through collaboration and co-design. 

The study concludes with a discussion of these findings and a set of five recommendations: 

1. Provide further orientation to, training on, and sharing of EiCC solicitations that effectively 

embody the USAID Education Policy (2018) and Guidance. 

2. Review and update USAID’s Evaluation Policy for EiCC so as to be consistent with the new 

USAID Education Policy and Guidance. 

3  Develop further guidance to clarify the term “collaboration” in the CLA Framework. 

4. Advocate and support Missions’ use and development of evidence in solicitations. 

5. Use this study’s methodology to track further developments in EiCC solicitation. 
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TABLE 1. OVERVIEW OF CHANGES IN EICC SOLICITATION DOCUMENTS, 

2011–2014 TO 2015–2018 

POLICY AREAS 
2011 2014 

N  18 

2015 2018 

N  16 

THEORY OF 

CHANGE 

Only one-third of the documents (six of 
the 18) provided a TOC. 

All 16 EiCC documents either 
provided a TOC or—in the case of 

APS and BAA—requested a TOC 
from the applicant. 

USE OF EVIDENCE 

There was a noteworthy lack of evidence 
cited or requested in the solicitation 
documents. 

Only 38% (n = 7) explicitly offered or  
requested evidence in the form of citations  

or descriptions, while  only one solicitation  
called for ongoing research on changing 
context and the effectiveness of  

interventions.  

All EiCC solicitations but one 
provided evidence sources about the 
context that explained the rationale 

and need for the activity. 

Of the 16 documents, 43% provided  

evidence supporting specific activities  
within their activity TOC.    

The average number of evidence 

sources provided for the RFA/RFPs 
was 19, with a range from 1 to 52 

sources. 

COLLABORATION, 
LEARNING, AND 

ADAPTATION 
(CLA) 

Less than 30% of the 2011–2014 
solicitation documents included keywords 

integral to CLA, such as: 

•   “complexity”  

•  “collaboration”   

•  “feedback loops”  

•  “adaptability”   

Only one of the 18 documents featured a  

section explicitly related to adaptability,  
learning, and responsiveness.  

2015–2018 saw a significant shift  
toward the use of the CLA  

Framework with the frequent use  of 
these terms:   

•  “complexity” (81%)  

•  “collaboration” (100%)  

•  “feedback loops” (44%)  

•  “adaptability” (75%)    

LOCAL 

INSTITUTIONAL 

CAPACITY 

DEVELOPMENT 

Solicitation documents focused more on 
activity results (equitable access) and less 

on building local capacity. 

It is notable  that none of the 2011–2014 

solicitation documents mention the term  

“collaboration.”   

All the solicitation documents used 
the term “collaboration.”2    

The three APS procurements and  the  
BAA process each invited co-creative  

approaches to activity design and  

management with host-country  
institutions.    

2 It is noted that the updated USAID ADS 201, September 2016, advocated the integration of the CLA Framework in 

activity planning and implementation, However, the 2015–2018 analysis examined solicitations put out before that 

guidance was issued. Also, the analysis noted the use of the key concepts and terms for CLA when these were integral 

in the solicitations’ activity design and TOC and not just inserted as an add-on CLA “box” at the end of the technical 
section of the solicitation. 
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SECTION I:   CONTEXT  

AND PURPOSE  
A.  CONTEXT: USAID  EDUCATION  STRATEGY  AND  POLICY AND  THE ROLE OF  

ECCN  

In 2011,  the  U.S.  Agency  for  International  Development  (USAID)  initiated  an education strategy  to  

better  define and  channel  its education investments into  three  principal  areas:  early  grade reading,  

tertiary  and  youth workforce  development,  and  education in crisis and  conflict-affected  environments.   

While USAID’s work in these areas was not  new,  the explicit  and  concerted  focus was,  and  it  allowed  
the Agency  to  begin developing  more focused  guidance,  evidence,  and  support  for  its staff and  activities 

within these areas.    

Of USAID’s three  education goals,  the third—  “increased  equitable access for  15 million learners in 

environments affected  by  crisis and  conflict”—was perhaps the broadest  as  it  did  not  focus on a  

particular  level  or  target g roup for  education programming.   Instead,  it  concentrated  on a  particular  

setting—environments affected  by  crisis and  conflict.   Before 2011,  USAID distributed  much guidance  to  

support  international  development  and  humanitarian communities in  providing  quality  education 

programming  in such contexts,  but  the guidance had  little  supporting  evidence for  its effectiveness.   

Since 2011,  USAID has progressively  sought  to  provide further  guidance,  as well  as build  the evidence 

base for  what  works.   The Agency’s establishment  of the Education in Crisis and  Conflict  Network 

(ECCN)  in 2014 created  a  community  of practice  comprising  USAID staff and  implementing  partners. 

The purpose  was to  strengthen  research  and  knowledge  sharing  and  so  contribute to  improved  policy  

and  programming  in the field  of education in crisis and  conflict.  

This analysis focuses on four central reforms in USAID guidance and ECCN activities for strengthening 

EiCC activities from the 2011 Education Strategy to the present. These reforms have sought to do the 

following: 

• Strengthen the articulation of TOCs that clarify the logic and assumptions leading toward 

activity outcomes and results 

• Improve evidence that justifies the need for the activity3  and provides support for the logic 

linking activities and outputs to outcomes 

3 We note here that, according to USAID ADS 201, USAID uses the following definitions. A “program” refers to an 

overall USAID Mission CDCS; a “project” refers to all activities within a sector or strategic objective; and an “activity” 
refers to a single procured set of actions implemented by a partnering organization. We will use these terms throughout 

this paper, noting however, that the term “project” in its generalized usage in development literature and practice is 
what USAID terms an “activity.” 
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• Increase CLA 

• Strengthen local institutional capacity 

USAID’s 2018 Education Policy, the guidance provided for the new Policy’s Program Cycle 

implementation and operations, and the Agency’s 2018 Acquisition and Assistance Strategy reinforce these 

reforms, while also placing country ownership and institutional capacity strengthening at the center of 

the overall goal of countries’ transitions to self-reliance. 

During the period from 2014 to the present, ECCN has worked to strengthen these reforms for the 

assessment, design, management, and evaluation of USAID’s EiCC activities. ECCN works with and 
through its network by supporting research; developing tools; and using consultative meetings, task 

teams, webcasts, blogs, and training. Although, it is not possible to assess the particular contribution 

ECCN has made to the development of Mission EiCC solicitations and activity designs, its activities, 

together with Agency Guidance and the activities of the USAID EiCC Office and the Regional Bureaus, 

collectively have shaped the changes in the solicitations analyzed in this report. 

B.  PURPOSE  OF  THE ANALYSIS  

The purpose of this report  is to  provide a  focused  analysis of USAID’s activity  designs based  on EiCC  
solicitation documents during  the period  2011 through 2018.   Activity  solicitation documents were 

chosen for  this analysis because (1)  they  reflect  USAID’s policy  implementation as reflected  by  Missions’  
activity  design,  and  (2)  it  is possible to  reliably  compare these documents across activities and  time 

periods,  given that  they  have similar  purposes,  structures  and  content.    

This analysis is based  on two  studies.  The first  study  was an analysis of USAID EiCC  solicitations,  issued  

between 2007 and  2014,4  which examined  how  these solicitation documents developed  and  used  

evidence-based  TOCs.   That  review  sought  to  assist  USAID to  more  effectively  frame guidance for  

USAID missions and  implementing  partners on designing  activities using  evidence-based,  contextually  

appropriate TOCs.   The second  and  follow-up study  for  2015–2018 on EiCC  solicitations provided  a 

means of tracking  the evolving  processes  and  trends that  have emerged  since 2011.    

This review is not an evaluation but rather a means of monitoring the contribution of USAID policy 

guidance and ECCN’s activities on the evolving reform of procurement processes and activity designs 

for EiCC. Activity procurements are the responsibility of USAID country missions, which receive 

technical support from Regional Bureaus and the USAID EiCC office. By tracking changes in activity 

designs, this review reflects the contributions resulting from the support and guidance provided to 

Missions by USAID headquarters as well as the activities of ECCN. 

4 Activities in this solicitation timeline were being implemented between 2011 and 2014. 
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This report is organized into four sections: 

• Section 1 provides the context and purpose of the study 

• Section 2 describes the methods for analyzing the use of the four thematic areas in the 

solicitations: 

1. TOCs 

2. Evidence to support the TOCs 

3. CLA Framework 

4. Local institutional capacity development 

• Section 3 presents the findings for each of these reform areas by examining the evidence for 

changes between the 2011–2014 and 2015–2018 periods. 

• Section 4 of the report concludes with a discussion of the implications of the findings for future 

EiCC solicitations and a set of recommendations for USAID. 
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SECTION 2:   METHODOLOGY  

FOR ANALYZING REFORMS  
A.  RESEARCH  QUESTIONS  

USAID’s activity  descriptions,  as provided  in EiCC  solicitations,  provided  a  key  evidence  base for  

examining  how  Agency  policies are understood  and  enacted  at  the design stage of the Program Cycle.   

The research questions for  both the 2011–2014 and  the 2015–2018 analyses were similar,  although 

some changes were made for  the latter  period,  including  the addition of the question on local  

institutional  capacity  development  (LICD).   These changes reflected  further  developments of Agency  

policy  and  guidance.5  The questions are summarized in Table 2. 

TABLE 2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Questions for the 2011 2014 and 2015 2018 Solicitation Analyses 

1.  To what extent are theories of change articulated in activity solicitation documents? 

○  To what extent is a specific TOC prescribed within solicitation documents for potential 
implementing partner(s)? 

○ To what extent are potential implementing partners requested to develop a TOC as part their 
proposal? 

2.  How is USAID emphasis on evidence for TOCs reflected in the documents? 

○  Is there evidence provided about the context that provides justification for the activity, e.g., a 
Conflict Sensitive Assessment, a Rapid Education and Risk Analysis or a similar assessment?  6  

○  Is there evidence and sources provided that link activities and outputs to activity outcomes? 

○  To what extent do solicitation documents request bidders to provide supporting evidence for 

a TOC? 

3.  How do the activity descriptions account for the complex and fluid nature of conflict and crisis 
environments using the CLA Framework? 

○  Are there explicit mention of collaboration with beneficiaries, community members/leaders, 
local government, other NGOs, and/or other stakeholders? 

○  Does the activity description use an emergent TOC and feedback loops? Is there explicit 
mention of learning and adapting? 

5  For example,  the  2011–2014 solicitation review  used  the  term  “emergent  theory  of  change”  to describe  an adaptive  
management  approach.   A  rubric  was  developed t o assess  the  degree  to which the  activity  design was  fixed a nd pl anned,  

or was  “emergent,”  calling  for collaboration,  learning,  and  adaptation (CLA).   With the  addition of  the  CLA  Framework  
in Agency  Guidance  (USAID  2016),  the  analysis  in  2015–2018 focused on  the  degree  to which the  CLA  Framework  was  

reflected i n EiCC  activity  solicitations  using  the  same  rubric.  

6  The  questions  on CSE,  RERA  and L ICD  were  added f or the  2015–2018 analysis.  
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–Question Added for the 2015 2018 Solicitation Analysis 

● How is local institutional capacity development included and characterized? 

B.  SAMPLING  

A significant challenge for the solicitation analyses was to identify and secure solicitation documents. 

This process required over 50 hours spent in simply locating the needed documents for both the 2011– 
2014 and 2015–2018 analyses. USAID’s EiCC office, working with Regional Bureaus and Missions, 

provided essential help in securing the solicitations, yet many documents were no longer available, or 

they were unobtainable. Three criteria guided the selection of solicitations that were available: 

1. Activities should be active during the time period. 

2. Activities should be designated by USAID as Goal 3 (EiCC), for example, focused on increasing 

equitable access to basic education within an environment affected by crisis and conflict. If an 

activity was focused exclusively on Goal 1 (Early Grade Reading), even if it was in an 

environment affected by crisis and conflict, it was excluded. 

3. The documents should require a response, either with a specific proposal (as in an RFA or RFP) 

or a concept paper (as in a APS or BAA), which is reviewed by USAID (rather than grants, for 

example GPE or UNICEF, which follow their own procurement/grant processes). 

For the 2011–2014 analysis, a total of 18 solicitations and grant opportunities were reviewed.7   These 

included 14 Requests for Application (RFAs), one Request for Proposal (RFP), one Annual Program 

Statement (APS), and one Leader with Associates (LWA) award through the modification of an ongoing 

activity. The dollar amounts for the activities in the sample averaged $43.46 million, with the largest 

being $165 million. 

For the 2015–2018 period, a total of 16 solicitations were reviewed, 80 percent of the total solicitations 

that met the study’s criteria.8 Of these, 13 were RFAs, RFPs, with one Request for Task Order 

Proposal (RFTOP), and one Notice of Funding Opportunity (NOFO). Of the remaining activities, two 

were Broad Agency Announcements (BAAs), one of which requested a concept paper, and one was an 

APS requesting a concept paper.9   In this paper,  we designate the RFA,  RFP,  RFTOP,  and  NOFO  as 

standard  solicitations,  while the APS  and  BAA  are pre-solicitation  documents.10 

7 There were a total of 44 active activities in crisis and conflict environments during the 2011–2014 time period, but 

some of these did not meet the specified criteria, and some solicitations were not available or obtainable. Also note that 

some of the activities reviewed had earlier start-up dates, but they were designated as Goal 3 activities following the 

2011 Education Strategy paper, and otherwise met the criteria for solicitation review. (See Annex B). 

8  For the  2015–2018 period,  there  were  a  total  of  20  EiCC  activities  that  met  the  criteria  for inclusion.   With assistance  

from  the  USAID  EiCC  Office,  we  were  able  to obtain 13  solicitations  and t hree  pre-solicitations.  

9 Requests for concept papers are a feature of Annual Program Statements (APS) and Broad Agency Announcements 

(BAA). For an example, see Liberia’s Let Girls Learn (LGL (LAVI) at https://govtribe.com/opportunity/federal-contract-

opportunity/let-girls-learn-challenge-for-liberia-baa-baa669lgl2016

10 From ADS 303 (updated 5/21/19): “USAID primarily uses two types of Notices of Funding Opportunity (NOFO), a 
Request for Applications (RFA) and an Annual Program Statement (APS). a. An RFA is used when the intent is to 
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Figure 1 shows the breakdown of solicitation documents by location, activity type, target population, and 

document type. Activity type options referred to (a) basic education, defined as primary and lower 

secondary content;11  (b) nonformal education, defined as activities that do not correspond to the 

definition of formal education, that take place both within and outside of education institutions, and that 

cater to all ages (USAID, 2018b); or (c) both. We defined target populations as children of primary-

school age (under 15), above primary school-age youth, or both. 

FIGURE 1. PROFILES OF EICC SOLICITATION DOCUMENTS ANALYZED: 

2011–2014 (18) AND 2015–2018 (16) 

provide assistance for an activity or methodology that supports or is in keeping with USAID’s program objectives. b. An 

APS is used when USAID intends to support a variety of creative approaches toward developing methodologies to assess 

and implement development objective activities.” 
A BAA is “a procurement tool used by USAID to collaborate with the private and public sector when facing a 

development challenge that does not have a clear solution and there appears to be an opportunity for innovation.” 

https://www.usaid.gov/partnership-opportunities/respond-solicitation/broad-agency-announcements 

11 UNESCO, International Institute for Educational Planning. n.d. Learning Portal: Basic Education. 

https://learningportal.iiep.unesco.org/en/glossary/b 
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The only notable difference in these activity solicitation profiles is in the target group. The 2015–2018 

solicitations more often combined activities for children of primary school age and youth programs in 

activity designs. In the graph for Document Type, the 2015–2018 period includes two BAAs and one 

APS. These approaches to solicitation reflect Agency-wide trends on procurement that invite 

collaboration and co-creative approaches to activity design with host-country organizations. 

C.  USE OF  THEORIES  OF  CHANGE  

A  theory  of change (TOC)  is a  framework with a  set  of assertions and  assumptions that  link the 

expected  outcomes that  an activity  will  realize,  given certain conditions,  and  the set  of programmatic  

inputs,  actions and  outputs that  are anticipated  to  lead  to  these outcomes  (see USAID  2016,  66).   The 

core elements of TOCs  include an analysis of the context,  a  description of the long-term change the 

activity  seeks,  a  sequence of changes anticipated  to  lead  to  the long-term goal,  and  the evidence and  

assumptions about  how  and  why  those changes are expected  to  occur.   The TOC  is generally  

articulated  in a  diagram with a  narrative summary  and  describes the activity’s methodology  for  tracking  
progress and  evaluating  results (Vogel,  2012).   It  varies in two  ways from a  Results Framework.   First,  it  

provides,  or  requests,  a  strategy  that  explains how  and  why  results will  be realized.   Second,  it  should  

describe the evidence and  assumptions about  the context a nd  the logic  that  will  lead  from activities to  

outputs and  outcomes.   A  simple graphic  for  an activity  TOC  is provided  in Figure 2.  

FIGURE 2. AN ACTIVITY THEORY OF CHANGE 

 

  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

 

   

   

   

IF (this) of onditions 

xis s 

AND 

Th inpu s and ions 

p 

THEN 
these 

outputs are 
realized 

With these 
results 

(outcomes) 

BECAUSE 

This explanation, this THEORY, explains WHY 

this will happen, with this evidence and these 

assumptions. 

USAID and ECCN place value on an articulated TOC for activity descriptions as a means of 

strengthening overall programs. Monaghan and King (2018), from the Center for Global Democracy 

(CGD), note that while activities are increasingly using TOCs, “routinizing the successful use of TOCs in 

programming (design and implementation) and evaluation in conflict-affected contexts remains a work in 
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progress.” They argue that routinely incorporating the TOC process into design, implementation, and 
evaluation can lead to better implementation and outcomes, as well as increasing the evidence base for 

what works. 

For the analysis, it was determined that a solicitation used an activity TOC when most of these elements 

of a TOC were present. The presence of a Results Framework was not sufficient evidence of the use of 

an activity TOC. The activity description had to provide the explanation and the development 

hypotheses on the linkage between activities, outputs, and outcomes (or to require that the offeror’s 

proposal contain these elements) and to indicate the rationale for these assertions. 

In addition to the analyses of the use of activity TOCs in the solicitations, we also examined whether 

tools for the assessment of the context were utilized, specifically the Rapid Education Risk Assessment 

(RERA) and the INEE Conflict Sensitive Education Toolkit. However, since the RERA toolkit was only 

finalized in 2017, and the CSE promotion and training by ECCN was provided to USAID field staff in 

2017, we only examined the use of these assessment tools for the 2015–2018 period. 

D.  USE OF  EVIDENCE IN  DEVELOPING  THEORIES  OF  CHANGE  

Since 2011, USAID has advocated the use of an activity TOC, an increase in the use of evidence to 

define the problem situation, the use of evidence to support the logic linking activities to results, and a 

CLA approach. The recent USAID Education Policy: Program Cycle Implementation and Operational Guidance 

explains: 

The theory of change underpinning project and activity design should be based on the best evidence 

possible. At the same time an activity must consider the strengths and weakness of the evidence 

supporting the theory of change. When evidence is less robust or based on data from another context, 

the focus should be on experimentation to build evidence around the theory of change. (USAID, 

2018c, 16). 

Commentary by the Center for Global Development discusses the use of evidence in USAID 

procurement processes and activity design. They note that many solicitations include evidence to 

explain the scope of the problem, but that few actually provide evidence for requested or illustrative 

activities (Rose, 2018). 

This study of the EiCC activity solicitations examined the use of evidence that provides a conflict 

sensitive assessment of the context—including the use of sector assessments, a RERA, a conflict-

sensitive education assessment, or similar analyses. We also examined evidence sources used in the 

solicitation to support assertions about the linkages within the activity TOC, the degree to which that 

evidence provides compelling guidance for the design, or whether the solicitation explicitly calls for 

further context or activity design evidence. 
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E.  USE OF  COLLABORATING, LEARNING, AND  ADAPTING  

USAID recognizes that many of the development challenges it addresses are in complex contexts and 

should be addressed through a CLA approach of learning and flexibility, as described in the 2018 USAID 

Education Policy: Program Cycle Implementation and Operational Guidance: 

USAID’s  work  takes  place  in  contexts  that  are  often  unstable  and  in  transition,  particularly  in  crisis  and  
conflict-affected  environments.   Even  in  more  stable  contexts,  circumstances  evolve  and  may  affect  

programming  in  unpredictable  ways.   Operating  units  should  strongly  consider  using  approaches  to  

acquisition  and  assistance  that  promote  intentional  learning  and  flexibility  in  project  and  activity  design,  

minimize  the  obstacles  to  modifying  programming,  and  create  incentives  for  adaptive  management.   

(USAID,  2018c, 17).  

For the 2011–2014 analysis of Goal 3 activity solicitations, we used the term “emergent theory of 

change” and developed a rubric for it. The rubric provided coding across the Program Cycle for an 

adaptive management approach, including collaboration with local partners, learning using feedback 

loops, and local capacity development. Activities that embody a more emergent TOC hypothesize how 

change will happen, experiment with innovative solutions, test hypotheses, and adapt interventions. 

Essentially, the social change intervention emerges over time through a systematic process of 

collaborating, learning, and adapting. In other words, the CLA Framework. 

To assess the degree to which an activity solicitation reflected an emergent TOC, the emergent TOC 

rubric, consistent with the CLA Framework, was used to contrast a fully planned activity TOC with an 

emergent TOC across each of the four phases of the program cycle: assessment, planning, 

implementation and management, and monitoring and evaluation (M&E). The full rubric is located in 

Annex D. Table 3 provides a section of the full rubric for the assessment of activity context. 

This rubric was used for analyzing both the 2011–2014 and the 2015–2018 EiCC activity solicitations to 

determine whether and how there have been shifts toward using a more emergent TOC and the CLA 

Framework. 

However, for the 2015–2018 analysis, only the 12 standard solicitation documents (RFA/RFP/RFTOP) 

could be analyzed using the planned/emergent TOC rubric. Since the Request for Concept Note (RCN) 

solicitations and the BAA differed in both structure and length from standard solicitations (an average 

length of 11 pages for these documents compared to an average length of 21 pages for the Program 

Description section of the traditional solicitations), there was typically not enough information to use 

the rubric to analyze the RCN and BAA documents. Instead, these documents were reviewed for 

content that related to the CLA Framework, since they represent a more open-ended and potentially 

collaborative and adaptive approach to activity design and implementation. 
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TABLE 3. PLANNED VS. EMERGENT ACTIVITY TOC RUBRIC: PROGRAM CYCLE ASSESSMENT PHASE 

STAGE THEMES 
QUESTIONS/ 

ANALYSIS 
PLANNED YES/NO EMERGENT YES/NO 

Assessment External versus 

community-

driven action 

1.  How and by whom 

are the problem and 

objectives identified? 

Identifies problems and gaps 

that the project will address as 

determined by Agency (and 
government) 

Research and consultations with 

stakeholders and communities 

(e.g., through action learning) to 
arrive at collective understanding 

of issues and goals 

Prescriptive vs. 

open 

2.  What is the source 

and methods for 

gathering and 
analyzing assessment 
data? 

Assessment done by agency or 

consultants drawing on existing 

data and field work and using 
Agency-approved protocols 
and reporting; limited/assigned 

time frame for assessments 

Use of participative 

methodologies in local languages, 

bringing forth beliefs, values, 
religion, culture, information, 
insights, and ideas 

3.  Is consideration/ 

mention of context 
stated? 

Little focus, acknowledgement, 

or background on relevant 
contextual issues 

Context described in detail with 

supporting evidence 

Single vs. cross-

cutting sectors  

4.  To what extent is the  

assessment multi-

sectoral?  

Assessment data gathered in 

education sector only  

Assessment data gathered in 

education sector, as well as other  

related sectors, such as water,  
sanitation, hygiene, health and  
nutrition, and child protection  

Information used  

for external  

accountability  vs.  
feedback loops  
for local learning  

5.  Is the assessment  

purpose to establish a 

baseline for evaluation 
or to provide ongoing 
feedback for learning?  

Assessment is for the purpose  

of establishing the problem and  

justifying the need for the  
project at baseline  

Assessment is ongoing and thus  

for the primary purpose of 

learning and adaptation  

Total Assessment:
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F.  BUILDING  LOCAL INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY  

In USAID’s most recent Education Policy, one of the six principles is “Strengthen systems and develop 

capacity in local institutions” (USAID, 2018b, 8). The Acquisition and Assistance Strategy (2018) elaborates 

that: 

A key driver of self-reliance is a partner country’s capacity to manage and finance its own development. 
The self-reliance approach will require USAID to be more consistent and holistic in building local capacity 

by using a greater variety of A&A tools, modeling and encouraging inclusive programming, and utilizing 

the Agency’s convening power (USAID, 2018a, 4). 

In October 2018, ECCN undertook a landscape review of local institutional capacity development 

(LICD) in education in crisis and conflict-affected states (Hartwell, 2018). The literature review 

describes several current models of LICD, presents research on effective principles of good practice, 

identifies challenges in implementing those principles, and describes illustrative cases of good practice. 

The literature review  noted  that  recent r esearch and  analysis indicate that  effective local  capacity  

development  involves a  partnership to  co-create activity  designs with an emergent T OC  and  the use of a  

CLA  Framework.   LICD requires collaboration with local  partners,  building  the capacity  of partners to  

assess  needs and  opportunities,  to  design activities,  to  learn from implementation experience and  

changing  context usi ng  feedback loops,  and  to  adapt  interventions to  improve results.   This approach has 

the potential  to  both improve development  outcomes while strengthening  local  institutional  ownership,  

capacity,  and  resilience.12   Further,  this approach to  strengthening  local  capacity  enhances the 

sustainability  of those outcomes.    

Given the updates in USAID policies and  practices since the 2011–2014 review,  the 2015–2018 analysis 

sought  to  explore the extent t o  which USAID EiCC  activity  solicitations incorporated  LICD.   This was 

done  by  using  the emergent T OC  rubric  to  assess  whether  the processes of collaborating,  learning,  and  

adapting  with local  partners were reflected  in the solicitations’  description of the program cycle stages 

of assessment,  design,  implementation,  and  evaluation.  

G.  LIMITATIONS  

There are several notable limitations to this analysis: 

1. Solicitations are only  the first  step in an activity’s life cycle.   This study  cannot  make  assertions 

about  whether  or  not  an activity  actually  implemented  all  elements of the activity’s TOC,  nor  
whether  an activity  was successful  in realizing  its objectives.   Still,  a  solicitation’s description of 

the activity’s starting  TOC  is an important  step in the development  of an activity.   Also,  
understanding  the level  of collaborating,  learning,  and  adapting  indicated  in the solicitation offers 

a  window  into  an activity’s proposed  processes consistent  with Agency  guidance.    

12 See Dichter (2014); Faustino and Booth (2014); Andrews, Pritchett and Woolcott (2017); and Dexis Consulting Group 

(2017b). 
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2. This study is not able to assess the contribution toward the changes in EiCC solicitation 

documents that it describes. These changes have been shaped by (a) the Agency’s promulgation 

of guidance through the Automated Directives System (ADS) and through its statements of 

Agency strategy, policy, and technical guidance notes; (b) the technical guidance provided to 

Missions (which are responsible for issuing country-level activity solicitations) by the USAID 

EiCC Office and Regional Bureaus; and (c) the influence of ECCN through its meetings, 

webcasts, blogs, training, and tools (such as the EiCC Repository, RERA and SLE assessments). 

3. In analyzing the degree to which solicitations incorporate an emergent TOC, it is important to 

note that we are not asserting that emergent TOCs and a CLA approach are inherently better. 

The appropriateness of the type of TOC (planned or emergent) depends on the level of 

simplicity or complexity of the development challenge. Assessing the appropriateness of fit of 

the solicitations’ TOCs is outside the scope of this analysis. Still, this work is based on the 

assumption that to address challenges in many crisis and conflict-affected contexts, an emergent 

approach using the CLA Framework is better suited to the dynamic nature of the context and 

the development problem. 

For a detailed methodology and discussion of limitations, see Annex B. 
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SECTION 3:  FINDINGS  
This section provides an overview of the study’s findings on the changes in solicitations and pre-

solicitations from the 2011–2014 review to the present. It is organized by the four broad research 

questions the study sought to answer: 

1. To what extent are theories of change articulated in activity solicitation documents? 

2. How is USAID’s emphasis on evidence for TOCs reflected in the documents? 

3. How do the activity descriptions account for the complex and fluid nature of conflict and crisis 

environments using the CLA Framework? 

And the question added for the 2015–2018 analysis: 

4. How is local institutional capacity development included and characterized? 

This section also describes the TOCs in the solicitation documents; if and how these TOCs are backed 

by evidence, including the Conflict Sensitive Education Toolkit and assessments, such as RERA for EiCC; the 

use of CLA approaches and elements in response to the complex nature of education in crisis and 

conflict-affected contexts; and, for 2015–2018, collaboration for LICD. 

A.  OVERVIEW  COMPARISON:  2011–2014  AND  2015–2018  

The main findings on the changes in the EiCC solicitations over the time period from 2011 to 2018 

documents are summarized in Table 4. 

An overall conclusion from this comparative analysis of the solicitations over the eight-year period since 

2011 is that there has been a significant change toward more evidence-based TOCs in activity designs 

and a more frequent reference to the terms and elements of the CLA Framework, especially the term 

“collaboration,” with local institutions to enhance capacity development. These developments reflect 

the USAID Education Policy of 2018 and the Acquisitions and Assistance Strategy (2019), which call for 

strengthening systems with flexible, emergent TOCs to respond to complex, dynamic environments; 

driving decision-making using evidence and data; and prioritizing country-focus and ownership. 
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TABLE 4. OVERVIEW OF CHANGES IN EICC SOLICITATION 

DOCUMENTS, 2011–2014 TO 2015–2018 

POLICY AREAS 
2011 2014 

N  18 

2015 2018 

N  16 

THEORY OF CHANGE 

Only one-third of the documents (6 
of the 18) provided a TOC. 

All 16 EiCC documents either provided 
a TOC or—in the case of APS and 

BAA—requested a TOC from the 

applicant. 

USE OF EVIDENCE 

There was a noteworthy lack of 
evidence cited or requested in the 
solicitation documents. 

Only 38% (n = 7) explicitly offered  

or requested evidence in the form of 

citations or descriptions, while only  
one solicitation called for ongoing 
research on changing context and  

the effectiveness of interventions.  

All EiCC solicitations but one provided 
evidence sources about the context 
that explained the rationale and need 

for the activity. 

Of the 16 documents, 43% provided  

evidence supporting specific activities  
within their activity TOC.   The average  
number of evidence sources provided  

for the RFA/RFPs was 19, with a range  
from 1 to 52 sources.  

COLLABORATION, 
LEARNING, AND 

ADAPTATION (CLA) 

Less than 30% of the 2011–2014 
solicitation documents included 
keywords integral to CLA, such as: 

•  “complexity”  

•  “collaboration”  

•  “feedback loops”  

•  “adaptability”   

Only one of the 18 documents  

featured a  section explicitly related  
to adaptability, learning, and  
responsiveness.  

2015–2018 saw a significant shift 
toward the use of the CLA Framework 
with the frequent use of these terms: 

•  “complexity” (81%)  

•  “collaboration” (100%)  

•  “feedback loops” (44%)  

•  “adaptability” (75%)  

LOCAL 

INSTITUTIONAL 
CAPACITY 

DEVELOPMENT 

Solicitation documents focused more 
on activity results (equitable access) 

and less on building local capacity. 

It is notable  that none of the 2011– 
2014 solicitation documents mention 

the term “collaboration.”   

All the solicitation documents used the 
term “collaboration.”13    

The three APS procurements and  the  
BAA process each invited co-creative  
approaches to activity design and  

management with host-country  

institutions.    

13 It is noted that the updated USAID ADS 201, September 2016, advocated the integration of the CLA Framework in 

activity planning and implementation, However, the 2015–2018 analysis examined solicitations put out before that 

guidance was issued. Also, the analysis noted the use of the key concepts and terms for CLA when these were integral 

in the solicitations’ activity design and TOC and not just inserted as an add-on CLA “box” at the end of the technical 
section of the solicitation. 

USAID.GOV USAID EDUCATION POLICY AND REFORM: CHANGES IN EiCC ACTIVITY SOLICITATIONS 14 



     

          

        

   

       

 

         

              

 

 

                

    

   

            

              

            

            

            

    

B.  ACTIVITY  THEORIES  OF  CHANGE  

For 2015–2018, 15 of the 16 documents reviewed either provided or requested an activity TOC or 

development hypothesis, as compared to only one-third of the solicitations issued before 2015 (Figure 

3). 

FIGURE 3. THEORY OF CHANGE IN EICC SOLICITATION DOCUMENTS 

Note: The 6 percent indicated for 2015–2018 is a BAA, and this process initially only requests an 

expression of interest, followed by a concept note. Hence there is no call for a TOC at the outset. 

Activity  TOCs  typically  followed  standard  formats of “if-then”  statements articulated  as development  

hypotheses,  as exemplified  by  the two  examples in Box 1.14 

BOX 1. TOC EXAMPLES FROM SOLICITATIONS 

Example  1:   The  development  hypothesis  for  this  project  is  that  if the  

Accelerated  Learning  Program  (ALP)  regulatory  framework  is  institutionalized,  

then  the  safety  of the  ALP  centers  will  improve  and  teachers’  instruction  will  
improve,  leading  to  more  ALP  learners  transitioning  to  the  formal  education  

system.  

Example 2: The logical sequence and causal linkages of the project follow the 

premise that by ensuring that girls and boys and young women and young men 

affected by the post-conflict crisis are attending school regularly, learning to read 

and to do basic math, and acquiring skills required to access safe livelihoods, 

USAID will build their adaptive capacity to contribute to the peaceful recovery 

and development of their community. 

14 Boxes 1–5 are illustrative examples excepted from solicitations issued by USAID Country Offices in Mali, Liberia, 

Honduras, Guatemala, and Afghanistan. 
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The 2015–2018 requests for concept papers did not provide TOCs or Results Frameworks, but rather 

asked that applicants provide a TOC in submitting their applications. As noted above, the BAA process 

documents do not directly mention a TOC. Instead BAA calls for a process to identify a problem and 

present a conceptual framework to address that problem. This approach, while not explicitly specifying 

or requesting a TOC or the use of a CLA Framework, does provide a process for co-developing activity 

design and an adaptive, emergent TOC working with local organizations. 

For EiCC activities and solicitations, a critical feature for an activity’s TOC is the assessment of the 

context, specifically the risks and opportunities for how education may contribute to the root causes of 

conflict or ameliorate the causes of conflict. The Rapid Education Risk Assessment (RERA) Toolkit, 

developed through ECCN, was finalized in 2017, and the Agency recommends it as a means of assessing 

education’s role in conflict-affected contexts. Earlier, USAID commissioned the Checklist for Conflict 

Sensitivity in Education Programs (Haugen, 2013). Also, the International Network for Education in 

Emergencies (INEE) Conflict Sensitive Education (CSE) Toolkit provides methods and tools for analyzing 

and addressing EiCC contexts. 

We therefore examined solicitation documents for the 2015–2018 period to ascertain their use of or 

request for a conflict-sensitive education assessment or a RERA or comparable assessment. The 

majority of standard solicitations (67%) mentioned CSE, while 42 percent described RERA or a 

comparable assessment. Table 5 indicates the percentage of both standard and alternative documents 

that mention specific themes relevant to this analysis. Box 2 offers an example of solicitation text using 

CSE and RERA. 

TABLE 5. SOLICITATION DOCUMENTS USING OR 

REQUESTING A CSE OR RERA IN 2015–2018 

STANDARD 
SOLICITATIONS 

(N  12) 

ALTERNATIVE 
SOLICITATIONS 

(N  4) 

CSE 67% 25% 

RERA 42% 25% 
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BOX 2. EXAMPLE OF THE USE OF CSE AND RERA IN AN 

EICC SOLICITATION 

Programming in a conflict-affected environment requires special considerations and must 

be based on principles of conflict-sensitive education. Conflict-sensitive integration 

methodologies take into consideration issues such as emotional and physical safety, and 

students’ psycho-social status, which are basic conditions for learning. In addition, the 

principle of “do no harm” as found in the “Principle of Good International Engagement in 
Fragile States and Situations” must be incorporated into programming by keeping in mind 
the impact of education assistance on conflict…A conflict sensitivity analysis must be 
incorporated within the RERA during the first 90 days of award and develop a mitigation 

plan with triggers that would initiate these mitigating measures over the life of the 

contract. 

C.  USE OF  EVIDENCE  

The use of evidence within the 2015–2018 solicitation documents was substantially increased from the 

2011–2014 review. In the latter period, all standard solicitations, and all but one alternative solicitation, 

provided evidence explaining the need for the activity. The exception, the BAA, actually required that 

the respondents use and develop evidence for their problem definition and conceptual framework. The 

average number of unique citations used (as references) for standard RFA/RFP/RFTOP documents was 

19, with a range of one to 52 citations. Four of these solicitation documents had a unique section that 

provided references or resources to be utilized by the applicant. This use of evidence exists in stark 

contrast to the 2011–2014 documents, in which only 38 percent (7 of 18) provided or mentioned the 

need for the use of evidence beyond background and demographic information. 

For the 2015–2018 period, we further analyzed the nature of the evidence. We determined whether 

the solicitations provided evidence toward (a) the need for the activity and/or (b) the effectiveness of 

specified activities or outputs to contribute to the activity outcomes and results. We found that all the 

solicitations provided evidence about the need for the activity, with much evidence related to the 

conflict context; the education system needs and policies; the relationships between schools and 

conflict; and findings of recent research, evaluations, and assessment. 

Fewer standard solicitations, but still the majority (58%), provided evidence for specified activities or 

outputs. Box 3 cites an example of text providing evidence sources (indicated by the [x] in the text) for 

specific activities within the activity TOC. 
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BOX 3. EXAMPLE OF USE OF EVIDENCE FOR TOC ACTIVITIES 

Evidence shows that well-designed, well-implemented school-based prevention and youth development 

programming can positively influence a wide array of social, health, and academic outcomes [3]. 

Research further suggests that programs that combine universal interventions with screening and 

specialized services for higher risk youth are even more effective at reducing overt aggression in school 

aged children [4] ... Several elements have been tied to the success of different school-based violence 

prevention interventions. First and foremost, in order for an intervention to be successful, it must be 

linked to the central mission of the schools or to the issues for which teachers and other school 

personnel are held accountable, primarily academic performance. When school administrators and 

teachers are asked to perform functions outside the manageable interest and core functions of the 

schools, programs will be disruptive and unsustainable in the long run [5]. 

D.  THE CLA  FRAMEWORK  AND  AN  EMERGENT  THEORY  OF  CHANGE  

USAID’s introduction of the CLA Framework in 2012 and the inclusion of CLA within the ADS 201 in 

September 2016 demonstrate the Agency’s recognition of the complex nature of most development 
activities, particularly in environments affected by crisis and conflict. CLA and an emergent TOC posit, 

that in these environments, it is impossible to predict with assurance that particular inputs, actions, 

relationships, and processes will lead to specific outcomes. A TOC is a living tool, whereby key 

stakeholders—designers, implementing organizations, and beneficiaries—agree on a collective vision of 

what is needed, and they then monitor activity actions and results so as to learn how these actions can 

be more effective in reaching agreed outcomes. This learning process involves an ongoing critical 

examination of activity effectiveness and modifying activities and even expected outcomes, based on 

ongoing collaborative assessments. Thus the TOC is not static but evolves, based on what is collectively 

learned. In short, the TOC emerges based on experience. This study seeks to determine whether this 

response to crisis and conflict-affected conditions is reflected by the incorporation of the CLA 

framework and an emergent TOC in EiCC solicitation documents. 

The study found that 75 percent of 2015–2018 documents explicitly reference the CLA Framework, 

provide a citation link to the CLA learning lab site, or have a standalone CLA section. This is in stark 

contrast to the 2011–2014 period, in which only 17 percent of activities included mention the concept 

of activity adaptation. This notable increase over the first review is understandable given the 2012 

rollout and subsequent adoption of the CLA Framework as an Agency-wide practice, with its inclusion 

recommended in Agency guidance on the Program Cycle: ADS 201 (September 2016). However, as 

noted above, this guidance would not be reflected in the solicitation documents from 2015 until the last 

few months of 2016. 

A comparison between the 2011–2014 and 2015–2018 solicitations on the use of terms associated with 

an emergent TOC (see Figure 4) and the CLA Framework illustrates the shift toward a more flexible, 

adaptive approach to activity design and implementation. 
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A deeper analysis of the use of an emergent TOC/CLA Framework used the emergent TOC rubric to 

examine the 2011–2014 standard solicitations in comparison with the solicitations in the 2015–2018 

period. 

As shown in Figure 5, the percentage of documents falling into the more emergent category is only 

slightly higher in the 2015–2018 review (42%) than in the 2011–2014 review (38%).15  

FIGURE 4. PERCENTAGE USE OF KEY TERMS FOR CLA AND AN EMERGENT 

THEORY OF CHANGE 

15 See Annex B for a detailed description of the rubric and methodology for analyzing planned and emergent activity 

theories of change. 
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FIGURE 5. PERCENT OF PLANNED AND EMERGENT TOCS BY 

PERIOD 

Additionally, we were curious to see how those solicitation documents that had taken an emergent 

TOC approach were different. Those documents with an emergent TOC scored higher in the 2015– 
2018 documents (average 3.5) than in the 2011–2014 (average 3.1) documents. So, emergent TOC 

activities had a greater emphasis on learning and adaptation across the four activity cycle phases. It is 

also noteworthy that the four alternative activities in 2015–2018 reflect a movement toward a more 

collaborative and adaptive approach to activity design and implementation, as advocated by the 2018 

Education Policy. Based on our content analysis, we believe that, overall, in the 2015–2018 period, 

USAID was employing a more “emergent” approach than in the previous period. 

We also compared the level of emergence that the solicitation documents articulated across the four 

phases of assessment, planning, implementation and management, and M&E.16   On average, activities 

were most emergent on the implementation and management phase. However, there is no significant 

difference between the 2011–2014 and 2015–2018 periods in the scores across the four phases (see 

Figure 6). 

16 See the rubric used to assess the documents for each of the four activity phases in Annex D, and the methodology for 

the analysis and scoring in Annex B, Section B. 
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FIGURE 6. SCORING OF EMERGENT TOCS BY PHASE AND PERIOD 

This deeper analysis of the solicitation documents using the emergent TOC rubric across the four 

program cycle phases indicates that while activity descriptions use CLA Framework terms such as 

“evidence,” “collaboration,” “complexity,” “adaptability,” “feedback loops,” and “rolling assessments” 
(Figure 4), for the most part these have not been operationalized in the description of activities within 

the activity phases of assessment, planning, implementation and management, and M&E. One 

interpretation of this finding is that this level of detail is expected from the prospective implementing 

partner, although this is not explicitly stated in the solicitations. 

E.  LOCAL INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY  DEVELOPMENT  

The Agency objective to develop local institutional capacity was present in virtually all of the solicitations 

in both the 2011–2014 and 2015–2018 periods. In these documents, capacity development features in 

Results Frameworks, in lists of potential activity activities, and in stand-alone sections that detail what is 

expected. The solicitations are quite specific in describing what outcomes LICD is to achieve, providing 

a well-defined approach to institutional strengthening. It should be noted that this approach to 

institutional capacity strengthening does not primarily seek to build organizational ownership, resilience, 

and sustained capacity, but rather it determines the organizational problem with service delivery based 

on USAID activity objectives. Example solicitation texts illustrating this approach to LICD are provided 

in Box 4. 
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BOX 4. EXAMPLES OF LICD IN SOLICITATIONS 

Example 1: The contractor must work with the MoE to strengthen the Education 

Management Information System (EMIS) at the county and district levels. The Contractor 

must assess the ALP data currently collected and entered into the EMIS as well as the ability 

of CEOs and DEOs to access and analyze EMIS data. Based on this assessment, the 

Contractor must develop and implement a plan to strengthen the collection, availability and 

use of ALP data through the EMIS at the county and district levels. 

Example  2:  The  [project]  will  build  the  capacity  of the  MoE  and  its  respective  departments  at  

the  national,  provincial,  and  district  levels  and  teacher  training  colleges  (TTCs)  to  provide  

educational  services  that  improve  access  to  a  safe  educational  environment  that  builds  

children’s  skills  in  reading  and  other  basic skills.  

A significant change from the 2011–2014 analyses was the evidence of alternative solicitation processes, 

which reflected the Agency’s priority on local ownership and LICD through collaboration and co-design. 

We note that three of the 2015–2018 solicitations (one APS with a request for a concept paper and two 

BAAs, one calling for a concept paper) provided for collaboration and co-creation of activity design. As 

explained in the 2018 Acquisitions and Assistance Strategy: 

Over the last few years, we have increased our use of collaborative and co-creative approaches to 

procurement. In FY 2018, approximately 18 percent of new awards utilized a form of co-creation. 

Agency champions are using a greater variety of approaches...to enable less-prescriptive, more-

collaborative approaches in Washington and in Missions. (USAID 2018a, 6) 

This represents an important distinction from the 2011–2014 period, during which no documents 

mentioned such collaboration. This is credible evidence for the continuing evolution of procurement 

processes that provide for collaboration with, and thereby strengthen, local institutions, and that also 

benefit from their local knowledge, relationships, and skills. 

The APSs reviewed show a multistep process: (1) USAID issued the brief request for a concept note, 

requesting specific information from the applicant; (2) the applicant submitted the response to the APS 

with a concept note (in the cases reviewed for this study, the requests were for concept descriptions 

with page counts of less than 3, less than 10, and less than 30 pages); and (3) selected applicants were 

then invited to submit a full proposal. This aligns with USAID’s explanation that new processes 

“prioritize solicitation methods that require less-than-full proposals ‘up front’.” (USAID, 2018a, 6). This 

approach to activity design and awards lowers the barriers for local organizations to apply and thereby 

potentially increases their engagement and ownership. 
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The BAA process is described by USAID as an approach to maximize local collaboration in the 

identification and analysis of a development problem and to meet the challenge with the design of an 

activity: 

A BAA is not in itself a procurement instrument, but rather a method to communicate interest in solving 

a development problem. There is no budget allocated and no particular procurement instrument 

determined in advance. Through a BAA, a problem is defined, solutions are co-developed, competencies 

are identified, and resources are explored. (USAID, 2017) 

The BAA process is multi-stage and calls for collaboration and co-design: 

1. USAID issues a BAA and seeks expressions of interest. 

2. Collaboration leads to a co-drafted concept paper. 

3. USAID conducts an expert review of the concept paper. 

4. Based on that review, USAID awards grant funding using an appropriate procurement 

mechanism. 

To assess how the particular BAA solicitation in this study aligned with this study’s document analysis, 
we reviewed the Agency’s announcement (which included an overview related to the context, conflict, 

and problem) and reviewed the Mission’s submission to USAID’s 2016 CLA Case Competition. An 

excerpt from this case (Box 5) illustrates an approach that both draws on local organizational 

knowledge, insight, and skills and builds local ownership and capacity. 

BOX 5. EXAMPLE OF THE BAA PROCESS 

The  Mission  was  open  to  experimenting  with  a  new approach.   For  the  front  office  and  the  BAA  team  

(made  up  of staff  from  the  Education,  Economic Growth,  and  Contracts  teams),  the  BAA  opened  a  door  

to  fresh  perspectives.   It  allowed  for  incorporation  of expertise  from  the  partners’  points  of view and  
collaborating  upfront  with  organizations…that  have  spent  years  working  at  the  grassroots  level  and  that  
know the  target  population  and  its  needs  well.   On  the  part  of partners,  experience  has  taught  them  

that  working  with  a  participatory,  ground-up  approach  produces  the  best  proposals.   The  BAA  provided  

partners  with  the  opportunity  to  exert  an  influence  on  the  project’s  design,  ensuring  that  proposed  
activities  were  creative,  innovative,  and  sustainable  and  based  on  local  need.   It  meant  the  possibility  of 

bringing  to  fruition  ideas  that  they  had  been  developing  over  the  years,  and  enriching  those  ideas  with  

feedback from  their  peers.   It  also  provided  the  unique  opportunity  of working  alongside  USAID.  

USAID.GOV USAID EDUCATION POLICY AND REFORM: CHANGES IN EiCC ACTIVITY SOLICITATIONS 23 



      

       

           

          

       

     

         

         

        

    

       

      

     

        

      

       

       

       

        

       

    

        

        

        

   

            

         

           

       

         

        

SECTION IV:  DISCUSSION   

AND RECOMMENDATIONS  
A.  CONCLUDING  DISCUSSION  

The study’s findings present evidence on the four broad research questions linked to USAID policy 

guidance on (1) use of a TOC, (2) use of evidence to support the TOC, (3) use of the CLA Framework 

and an emergent TOC to address the complex nature of EiCC contexts, and (4) an increased focus on 

local institutional strengthening. The summary of the findings follows: 

1. There was a significant increase in the use of TOCs in the EiCC solicitations from the 2011– 
2014 documents, when only one third of the documents referenced a TOC, to the 2014–2018 

documents when all documents either presented a TOC or requested one from applicants. 

2. In the 2011–2014 period, only 38 percent of the solicitation documents cited or requested 

evidence sources, whereas in the 2015–2018 period, all documents (with the exception of the 

BAA) provided evidence sources on the analysis of the context and problem, and 43 percent 

provided evidence supporting the activity TOC. 

3. Less than 30 percent of the solicitation documents in 2011–2014 included references to 

keywords integral to the CLA Framework or for an emergent TOC, while in 2015–2018, 

documents consistently used these keywords (“complexity,” 81%; “collaboration,” 100%; 
“adaptability,” 75%; and “feedback loops,” 44%). 

4. EiCC solicitation documents in 2011–2014 focused more on project results linked to equitable 

access and less on building local capacity. None of the documents included the term 

“collaboration.” However, by 2014–2018, all documents used the term “collaboration,” and the 

three APS procurements and the BAA process each invited co-creative approaches to activity 

design and management with host-country institutions. 

The following discussion points provide further insight on how changing USAID priorities, policies, and 

guidance are reflected in the EiCC solicitation documents over the eight-year period since 2011. Based 

on these discussion points, we offer recommendations for USAID later in Section 4. 

1.  The  solicitation  documents  in  the  2015–2018  review  do  an  overall  better  job  of  using  

evidence  to  analyze  the  context  and  present  the  problem  to  be  addressed, but  they  are  

not  so  strong  in  using  evidence  to  support  strategies, actions,  and  linkages  within  an 

activity  TOC.    

Far more solicitation documents in the 2015–2018 period than in 2011–2014 used some form of 

evidence (94% vs. 38%, respectively). This suggests that, at least at the procurement stage, USAID 

is beginning to operationalize Principle 5 of their Education Policy: “Drive decision-making and 

investments using evidence and data” (USAID, 2018b, 8). While the use and acquisition of robust 

evidence is important in all development contexts, they are even more crucial in environments 

affected by crisis and conflict, where problems are often dynamic, complex, and uncontrollable; the 

context often changes; and rigorous and useful evidence is harder to come by. 
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Our findings are consistent with Rose (2018), who noted that while many USAID solicitations 

provide a strong context analysis, few provide evidence for selected or illustrative activities. When 

solicitation documents draw on prior research from similar contexts and projects to support 

assertions within an activity TOC, and when they call for the use of feedback loops and field 

research from applicant implementing partners, EiCC activities will increase the use of evidence-

based decisions to modify interventions, leading to better results. This use of evidence in the 

implementation of activities will also contribute to a growing resource and literature base for EiCC. 

2. The CLA Framework 

USAID’s increasing support for the Collaborating, Learning, and Adapting (CLA) Framework was 

consistently reflected in the 2015–2018 solicitation documents, but it was virtually absent in the 

2011–2014 analysis. We do note that solicitation documents’ reference to CLA after ADS 201 

(2016) in a number of cases took the form of a stand-alone section as an add-on. In these cases, 

such language contrasted with an otherwise detailed and planned design, rather than an emergent 

TOC. In other cases, the CLA Framework was more consistently reflected throughout the 

document. USAID’s 2018 Education Policy, which places priority on developing capacity in local 

institutions and driving decision-making using evidence and data, will call for in-depth reviews of the 

ways that the CLA Framework is reflected in procurement strategy and documents and then in the 

implementation of activities. 

3. In theory, whether a TOC is more planned or more emergent should reflect the level 

of simplicity or complexity of the development challenge. However, in practice, as 

reflected by the solicitation documents, the relationship is not so straight forward. 

Simple problems (those with a high level of technical understanding of how to solve the problem and 

a high level of social agreement about solving it) can often be addressed using a planned TOC. 

Solicitations for building and refurbishing classrooms fall into this category. On the other hand, 

complex problems (those with low levels of technical understanding of how to solve the problem 

and a low level of social agreement about solving it) require a more emergent TOC. A solicitation 

on social cohesion, violence prevention, and education for youth falls into this category. 

Many factors contribute to the level of emergence and flexibility that an activity can manage. 

Research on CLA suggests that leadership, human resources, and an appropriate contracting or 

grant mechanism are essential components if an organization is to be more flexible (Dexis 

Consulting Group, 2017b). However, some organizations in EiCC contexts simply do not have the 

capacity for implementing CLA and an emergent TOC. Similarly, in certain conflicted political 

contexts, local leadership may require more rigid and detailed plans than may be appropriate and 

would not value a highly collaborative, adaptive management approach. 

Further, the concept of emergence and the CLA Framework itself is multidimensional. As we have 

defined it in this study, it has evolved from the 2011–2014 period to the 2015–2018 period to 

include further elements such as LICD and the use of analyses, such as RERA and conflict sensitivity 

analysis. We have noted that solicitations display some but not other characteristics of emergence 
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and  the CLA  Framework.   Therefore,  just  simply  assigning  a  score of  “emergence”  oversimplifies the 

nuance inherent i n the relationship between the type of TOC  and  the level  of simplicity/complexity  

of the development c hallenge and  the flexibility  of the procurement  mechanism  itself.  

4. Institutional Capacity-Building 

Although there was a dramatic increase in the use of the term “collaboration” between 2011–2014 

and 2015–2018, the term is used in different ways across solicitations, especially as it relates to 

LICD. 

There is a lack of a standard definition and measurement tools for “local capacity development.” 
Ongoing ECCN research and guidance on LICD (Hartwell, 2018) and CLA (Dexis Consulting 

Group, 2017a) argue that effective capacity development requires the following elements: 

• Collaboration with organizations on identifying and solving problems rather than as 

implementation vehicles for donor-defined solutions 

• Time, trust-building, genuine partnership, and shared ownership 

• Flexibility in design and risk-taking 

• Prioritization on long-term institution building as well as short-term outcomes 

In the solicitation documents, we noted that discussion of the above points generally applies to either 

government/institutional support and guidance or communities/local level capacity. Both reflect the 

critical importance of collaborative efforts in activity design and implementation, but rarely is the 

interplay of the two a point of discussion. This reflects what is likely an inherent tension between 

top-town and bottom-up approaches in an activity’s TOC. USAID activities that prioritize 

government partnerships and support (such as G2G funding) may, thus, talk about “collaboration” 
much differently than those whose primary focus is at the community level (e.g., community-based 

schools). 

Tension between top-down and bottom-up collaborative efforts are compounded by the complexity 

of operating in crisis and conflict-affected environments. Any “trickle down” of institutional capacity 
to communities in these contexts is characterized by a lack of effective and efficient structures and 

mechanisms for such movement. 

As may be expected, based on USAID history of LICD, this analysis found that solicitations that 

prioritized governmental-level collaboration were directive about how to implement LICD. These 

solicitations involved highly specific lists of activities and outcome indicators. Solicitations with clear 

objectives related to community cooperation and ownership (and with less focus on government 

partnership) tended to be on the emergent end of the spectrum, particularly with the APS and BAA 

of 2015–2018. 
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Ultimately,  the  exact  definition of  “collaboration”—and  how  and  where it  fits into  the activity  

cycle—may  be significantly  different ba sed  on context,  mission priorities,  development  challenges,  

etc.   But  with capacity  development  and  collaboration central  to  USAID’s current  policy  and  
priority,  now  may  be an important  time to  reflect  on how  solicitations  and  activities define and  

strategize “collaboration,”  from procurement  to  activity  design,  implementation,  monitoring,  and  

evaluation.    

5. New  and  different  procurement  processes  offer  real opportunity  to  more  effectively  

accomplish  many  of  USAID’s  current  policy  priorities.    

The 2018 Acquisitions and Assistance Strategy describes changing priorities and suggests shifting 

procurement processes that reflect such changes. Two of these changes relevant to this paper 

follow: 

USAID will increase our use of collaborative and co-creative approaches by 10 percentage points in 

terms of total dollars and awards in FY 2019. Building on past years of experimentation and innovation, 

we will challenge our design and procurement officers to engage a much wider range of practices that 

emphasize collaboration and co-creation. (USAID, 2018a, 7). 

And 

USAID will integrate design, procurement, and implementation by structuring procurement processes to 

link design to implementation; focusing on adaptive management practices while reducing overly 

prescriptive USAID rules and policies; and making smarter use of data and evidence. (USAID, 2018a, 

9) 

The content of the two BAA processes included in this analysis underlines this shift, and the CLA 

Case Study that resulted from the BAA process (see Box 5) offers an in-depth description and 

reflection on what this can look like. 

These alternative processes (and the BAA in particular) center collaboration within the activity 

design stage, and it follows that this would ultimately affect use of collaborative efforts across the 

activity lifespan. Conversely, within the standard solicitation documents, what we are now seeing is 

often a one-off section entitled “Adapting and Learning” (or a similar phrase), with paragraphs pulled 

verbatim off the USAID Learning Lab website. These short sections often exist within a larger 

solicitation document that is otherwise quite planned in nature. 

We note that  this may  relate to  the traditional  structure and  norms  of  USAID’s typical  solicitation 

processes to  date.   The 2018 Acquisitions  and  Assistance  Strategy  notes the specific  advantage of 

incorporating  its priorities into  processes sooner,  in particular  by  collaborating  with partners earlier  

than has been typical:  “By  including  the  design  of an  activity  in  the  procurement  process,  USAID  staff  and  

partners  will  work  together  more  often  toward  shared  outcomes” (USAID,  2018a,  7).   With cooperation 

and  co-creation operationalized  into  the early  assessment  and  design phase of an activity,  there will  

need  to  be greater  clarity  and  direction for  activities in terms  of what  collaboration actually  means 

in a  given context.   Who  are the collaborators?   How  are they  chosen?   How  is their  role defined?   
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How will these choices affect the actual procurement process and decisions? The 2018 Acquisition 

and Assistance Strategy prioritizes this process, and it seems likely that more EiCC activities will 

utilize such approaches in the future. But these issues concerning collaboration need further 

clarification. 

6. Although the M&E phase of the activity cycle was scored as less emergent than other 

phases, we expect to see a shift in the near future. 

Across all of the solicitations we analyzed using the emergent TOC rubric, the M&E phase scored 

lowest. An emergent TOC calls for M&E to indicate (1) greater co-creation with local stakeholders 

on the selection of key indicators and methodology; (2) a priority on a process of local institutional 

learning, rather than accountability upwards to the Agency, with adherence to a fixed log frame; (3) 

a focus on frequent local reviews of progress based on feedback loops linked to indicators; and (4) 

the use of these reviews to adapt inputs, actions, and outputs to improve performance. 

The evidence that  solicitations continue to  call  for  M&Es based  on fixed  log  frames and  results 

frameworks is an interesting  discord,  given USAID’s recent  efforts to  use and  understand  innovative 

M&E  techniques,  as demonstrated  by  the MERLIN  contract.   This lag  may  reflect  ongoing  use of 

accountability-focused  M&E  tools and  the interpretation of the USAID  Evaluation  Policy  (USAID,  2011,  

updated  2016).  

Aligning existing M&E mechanisms with a more emergent TOC can be challenging, particularly when 

learning and adaptation-focused activities are added on to impact accountability-focused activities. 

Learning and adaptation requires that significant human, time, and financial resources be allocated, 

and the capacity for new skills must be developed. Perhaps most importantly, leadership buy-in 

must be developed as the culture of CLA takes hold. Still, the fact that USAID emphasizes 

collaborating, learning, and adapting throughout their current policies and guidance, and the Agency 

is investing substantial resources in developing tools for M&E that are focused on learning and 

adapting (such as MERLIN), suggests that we will see a shift in EiCC solicitations toward requests for 

developmental evaluation approaches. 
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B.  RECOMMENDATIONS  

Based on our analysis and findings, we offer the following recommendations regarding USAID EiCC 

solicitations and procurement processes: 

1. Provide further orientation, training and sharing of EiCC solicitation processes that 

effectively embody USAID’s Education Policy (2018) and Guidance. 

The findings indicate that significant progress has been made since 2011 in EiCC solicitations’ use of 

activity TOCs, evidence to support these activity designs, references to collaboration and the CLA 

Framework, and initial steps toward solicitations that invite local organizations to co-assess and co-

design activities. Yet, there is clearly a long way to go before the principles and practices of the 

CLA Framework and effective local institutional capacity-building are more widely implemented, as 

reflected by the modest results revealed by the TOC rubric analysis. It is recommended that the 

Agency’s EiCC Office provide further orientation, training, and sharing of well-articulated EiCC 

solicitations and procurement processes that effectively embody its Education Policy (2018) and 

Guidance, especially in regards to collaboration with and ownership of local institutions and 

organizations. 

2. Review and update the USAID Evaluation Policy for EiCC. 

The current U SAID Evaluation Policy  (2011,  updated  in 2016),  although stating  that  “Evaluation  in  

USAID  has  two  primary  purposes:  accountability  to  stakeholders  and  learning  to  improve  development  

outcomes,”  continues to  place primary  emphasis on evaluation processes that  meet a ccountability  

requirements.   Yet bo th the  USAID  Education  Policy  and  the Acquisition  and  Assistance  Strategy  

emphasize local  ownership,  learning,  and  capacity  development.   It  is recommended  that  the USAID  

Evaluation  Policy  as articulated  within the Education Office,  and  particularly  as applied  to  contexts 

affected  by  crisis and  conflict,  be reviewed  and  updated  to  be consistent  with the Agency’s policies 

and  other  guidance.17   

3. Seek further guidance to clarify the term “collaborating” in CLA in solicitations. 

All of the 2015–2018 EiCC solicitation documents use the term “collaboration,” a central concept in 

the CLA Framework, in contrast to its absence in the 2011–2014 solicitations. This term 

“collaboration,” a central concept in the CLA Framework, is not well-defined or operationalized in 

the solicitations, and its use requires further clarity about with whom, when, with what evidence, 

and how collaboration is to be practiced. Guidance both from the Acquisitions and Assistance 

Office and the EiCC technical team would describe an effective collaboration process contributing 

to better outcomes and capacity development. It is recommended that further guidance is needed 

17 See USAID’s education evaluation guidance at the following links: 

https://www.edu-links.org/resources/assessing-quality-education-evaluations-tool 
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/evaluation-report-template-education-programs 

https://www.edu-links.org/resources/evaluation-design-report-template-education-programs 

USAID.GOV USAID EDUCATION POLICY AND REFORM: CHANGES IN EiCC ACTIVITY SOLICITATIONS 29 

https://www.edu-links.org/resources/assessing-quality-education-evaluations-tool
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/evaluation-report-template-education-programs
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/evaluation-design-report-template-education-programs


      

           

     

           

         

          

       

       

       

            

 

            

      

         

        

      

          

          

          

  

to clarify this term, and that examples are provided (as has been done, for example, by Dexis 

Consulting Group [2017a]). 

4. Advocate and support Missions’ use and development of evidence in solicitations. 

Continue to advocate and provide support, training, and tools, such as the ECCN repository, the 

EiCC Theory of Change Framework and Evidence Web, and the Safe Learning Gap Maps, so that 

Missions can incorporate or request the development of better evidence in solicitations, with 

particular focus on evidence for the linkage of activities to outcomes, and not just evidence on 

context to justify the need for an activity. 

5. Use this study’s methodology to track further developments of EiCC solicitation 

processes. 

The methodology used for this study is a useful tool to assess if and how country Missions are 

implementing Agency reforms through the solicitation process. Specifically, the analysis can 

determine if and how solicitations (1) provide or request evidence-based activity TOCs; (2) 

incorporate the processes of the CLA Framework; and (3) provide enhanced opportunities for local 

organization co-assessment, design, management, and evaluation. This analysis provides an 

important means for tracking the Agency’s policy and reform agenda. To use this methodology, it 
will be critical to (a) compile solicitations in one location to facilitate further study and (b) develop a 

strategy, including tools, for examining the emerging, alternative procurement processes. 
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ANNEX A:  EICC SOLICITATIONS 

REVIEWED  

TABLE  6. SOLICITATION  LIST  FOR  2011–2014  

Country Activity Name Dates Document Type 

Afghanistan Learning for Community Empowerment 
Program (LCEP2) 

2005– 
2011 

RFA 

DRC Opportunities for Equitable Access to Quality 
Basic Education (OPEQ) 

2010–2015 RFA 

DRC Equitable Access to Education and Learning 

Project (EqAccEPL) 

201–2020 RFP 

El Salvador Education for Children & Youth Activity 2013–2018 RFA 

Haiti Retounen Lekol: Access to Quality Education 

for Out-of-School Youth (RtL) 

2014 RFA 

Honduras Education Quality Improvement Program 

(EQUIP3) – METAS 

2010– 
2014 

LWA 

Kenya Yes Youth Can (YYC) 2011–2014 RFA 

Lebanon Developing Rehabilitation Assistance to 
Schools and Teachers (DRASATI) 

2010–2015 RFA 

Liberia Core Education Skills for Liberian Youth 

(CESLY) 

2009–2011 RFA 

Liberia Education Quality Improvement Program: 
Advancing Youth Project 

(EQUIP3) 

2011–2016 RFA 

Mali Mali Out-of-School Youth (EQUIP3) RFA 

Nigeria Northern Education Crisis Response 

(ECR) 

2009–2014 APS 

Pakistan Sindh Basic Education Program (SBEP) 2011– 
present 

M&E/PMP 

Somalia Somali Youth Leaders Initiative (SYLI) 2011–2016 RFA 

South Sudan Health Education and Reconciliation Project 

(HEAR) 

2006–2013 Mod to RFA in 

2011 

South Sudan Safe Schools Support (SSS) 2013–2018 RFA 

South Sudan Teacher Education Program (SSTEP) 2011–2014 RFA 

Yemen Community Livelihoods Project: Access in 

Conflict/Crisis Areas 

2012 RFA 
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TABLE  7.  EICC SOLICITATION  LIST  FOR  2015–2018  

Country Activity Name Dates Document Type 

Afghanistan Afghan Children Read (ACR) 2016–2021 RFTOP 

Democratic 
Republic of 

the Congo 

Improving Reading, Equity, and Accountability in 
the DRC (ACCELERE!) (I-READ) 

2016–2020 RFP 

Guatemala PUENTES 2017–2022 BAA Process 

Guatemala Community Roots 2016–2020 RFP 

Honduras MDM / PUENTES 2015–2017 NOFO 

Honduras 
School-Based Violence Prevention Activity 
(SBVPA) 

2017–2022 RFP 

Liberia Let Girls Learn 2017–2020 
BAA 

Concept Paper  

Liberia 
Accelerated Quality Education for Liberian 
Children 

2017–2021 RFTOP 

Mali Education Emergency Support Activity (EESA) 2016–2018 RFP 

Mali 
Education Recovery: Accelerated Learning 
(ERSA) 

2015–2020 RFP 

Mali Selective Integrated Reading Activity (SIRA) 2015–2020 RFTOP 

Mali 
Inclusive Education for Persons with Disabilities 

(LIRE) 
2016–2018 RFP 

Nigeria Northern Education Initiative Plus (NEI) 2015–2020 RFP 

West Bank 
and Gaza 

Pre-Service Teacher Education Program (P-
STEP)  

2017–2022 RFP 

West Bank 

and Gaza 
Education for the Future (E4F) 2017–2022 RFA 

Yemen 
Improving Access to Quality Education in 
Yemen (IAQY) 

2018–2021 
APS 

Concept Paper  
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ANNEX B:  DETAILED 

METHODOLOGY  
The study’s analysis focused  on EiCC  solicitation documents over  the period  from 2011 through 2018.   
The EiCC  solicitation documents represent  USAID’s actual  work on program design within countries.   It  
was possible to  compare the solicitation documents issued  for  projects that  were implemented  at  any  

time between the 2011–2014 period  and  the 2015–2018 period.   This eight-year  period  began with the 

2011 Agency  Education Strategy  and  concluded  with the Education  Policy  and  Strategy  of 2018.   The 

methodology  for  both the 2011–2014 and  the 2015–2018 analyses utilized  the same general  structure 

and  the same questions,  with the exception of the addition of a  question on local  institutional  capacity  

development  (LICD)  for  the latter  period.   Details of the  analysis of the 2015–2018 included  specific  

changes and  additions based  on updated  USAID ADS  and  Office of Acquisitions and  Assistance guidance 

(e.g.,  agency-wide adoption of the CLA  Framework and  an increased  focus on LICD).    

A.  SAMPLING  

Three criteria guided the selection of solicitations: 

1. Activities should be active at any time during the time period. 

2. Activities should be designated by USAID as Goal 3 (EiCC), for example, focused on increasing 

equitable access to basic education within an environment affected by crisis and conflict. If an 

activity was focused exclusively on Goal 1 (Early Grade Reading), even if it was in an 

environment affected by crisis and conflict, it was excluded. 

3. The documents should require a response, either with a specific proposal (as in an RFA or RFP) 

or a concept paper (as in a APS or BAA), which is reviewed by USAID (rather than grants, for 

example GPE or UNICEF, which follow their own procurement/grant processes). 

The analysis of EiCC solicitations from the 2011–2014 period (conducted in late 2015) was based on an 

examination of USAID solicitation documents issued between 2007 and 2014. We acquired the 

documents from USAID and through an open search of the Federal Business Opportunities website. 

There were 44 activities in crisis and conflict environments for which solicitation documents would have 

been issued. However, only 18 of these met the three criteria. These 18 activities all focused on 

increasing equitable access to basic and nonformal education in environments affected by crisis and 

conflict. However, we recognize that the sample size is small and not representative. The sample 

represents 42 percent of all possible EiCC solicitations and does not represent any of the Goal 1 

solicitations on crisis and conflict-affected countries. However, we believe that the sample represents a 

good range of countries, age groups, and types of procurements. 
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The 2015–2018 analysis is based on in-depth examination of 16 solicitation documents identified by 

USAID and the research team as EiCC activities issued between 2015 and 2018. The team received two 

Education Activity lists from USAID: (1) a 2018 current activity roster (59 activities) and (2) a 2011– 
2017 education activity roster (464 activities, including those in [1]). Each list identified activities as 

related to Goals 1, 2, or 3 and whether the activity took place in a crisis and conflict-affected context. 

The lists also included awards to UNICEF and GPE, which were not included in the selected solicitations 

as those agencies use their own procurement processes. 

The research team first eliminated all activities listed that were found to be (a) research or partnerships 

with universities and (b) activities designated by USAID as related to only Goals 1 or 2. Next, activities 

that were determined to relate to both Goal 3 and another goal were identified and reviewed to 

determine if they were eligible for inclusion in this analysis. Activities with objectives, activities, and 

indicators solely related to Goals 1 or 2, which happen to occur in locations that are considered crisis 

or conflict, were eliminated, since the format, detail, and content of the solicitations were largely 

dissimilar to explicit Goal 3 activities. 

After  the above eliminations were made,  we identified  20 activities that  met  our  inclusion criteria.   Of 

these, w e acquired  16 solicitation documents (80%)  via  open search of  various federal  grant  

administration sites and  with assistance from the USAID ECCN  team  who  reached  out  to  Mission 

staff.18   We were unable to  obtain solicitations for  the  four  remaining  activities for  multiple reasons, 

including  staff changes since the time of solicitation issue (n =  1),  lack of response from Mission staff (n =  

1),  and  indication from Mission staff that  an activity  had  been unsolicited  (n =  2).    

Of the 16 solicitations, 13 solicitations were RFP, RFA, RFTOP, or NOHO documents; one solicitation 

was an Annual Program Statement (APS) asking for a concept paper, and two were Broadening Agency 

Announcements (BAAs), one of which requested a concept note. The APS and BAA documents 

differed significantly from the other solicitation documents in length, structure, and content (see findings 

and discussion). 

B.  METHODOLOGY  FOR  ANALYSIS  

At the time of the first review in 2015, the research team developed a rubric that described key 

characteristics of planned and emergent social change based on an extensive review of both 

development and humanitarian literature (see Annex B in the 2016 paper). For the 2015–2018 analysis, 

we updated this rubric to reflect new literature and new USAID education policies and guidance. These 

updates included more precise wording and small structural changes, but we maintained the overarching 

structure (including activity phases, categories, and scoring mechanism) to allow a comparison between 

the 2011–2014 and 2015–2018 reviews. The updated 2019 rubric is included as Annex D. 

18 See: https://www.fbo.gov/, https://www.edu-links.org/, https://dec.usaid.gov/dec/home/Default.aspx 

Also note that two of the documents were BAAs, which are not, strictly speaking, activity procurement solicitations, 

although they are intended to lead to a procurement. 
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The rubric used for this analysis comprised 20 thematic questions or points of analysis, five for each 

activity phase (assessment, planning, implementation and management, and M&E). We used a nominal 

scale for each question, with a yes/no option for both the planned and the emergent response; for each 

positive emergent response, we assigned one point. This method allowed the rubric to capture 

activities that had both planned and emergent elements in different phases, and it also acknowledged 

that many of these characteristics were not mutually exclusive. We totaled the positive emergent 

responses by activity phase (possible score = 0 to 5) and then averaged them across the four phases for 

a final score along the planned-emergent scale (possible score = 0 to 5). For scores of 2.5 or greater, 

the activity (or phase of the activity) was considered more emergent than planned, while scores of less 

than 2.5 were considered more planned than emergent. This method of content analysis is based on 

research methods described by Stemler (2001). 

The team for this analysis consisted of three researchers, two of whom also conducted the 2011–2014 

study. We initially piloted the 2011–2014 TOC rubric on two to three solicitations each, then in a 

workshop session revised the rubric based on updated literature and the inclusion of additional 

priorities and themes. We then divided all solicitations among two researchers, who read their 

solicitations in-depth. Each completed the updated rubric, as well as a template with additional thematic 

questions related to the activity TOC (see Annex C), use of evidence, CLA, LICD, RERA, and conflict-

sensitive education. A second reviewer(s) repeated the rubric scoring on approximately half of the 

solicitations to assess inter-rater consistency. The research team then held a second workshop session 

to discuss discrepancies and finalize the scoring of the rubrics. 

Our analysis included descriptions of the data, including location, activity type, target population, and 

document type; calculation of the rubric scores; coding against themes identified based on USAID 

priorities; and comparison to the 2011–2014 study. We recorded rubric scores, coding against thematic 

questions, and additional points of interest in an Excel database, in which we ultimately sorted, 

compared, and further analyzed the data. 

C.  LIMITATIONS  

We wish to emphasize a few important points on the limitations to the research and general comments 

on our conceptual framework and its potential interpretations: 

1. Solicitations are only  the first  step in an activity’s life  cycle.   This study  cannot  make  assertions 

about  whether  or  not  an activity  actually  implemented  all  elements of the activity’s TOC,  nor  
whether  an activity  was successful  in realizing  its objectives.   Still,  a  procurement’s description of 

the activity’s starting  TOC  is an important  step in the development  of an activity.   Also,  

understanding  the level  of collaborating,  learning,  and  adapting  indicated  in the solicitation 

document  offers a  window  into  an activity’s proposed  processes consistent  with Agency  
guidance.    

2. This study is not able to assess what contributed toward the changes in EiCC solicitations that it 

describes. These changes were shaped by (1) The Agency’s promulgation of guidance through 

the ADS system, and through its statements of Agency strategy, policy, and technical guidance 

notes; (2) the technical guidance provided to Missions (which are responsible for issuing 

country-level activity solicitations) by the USAID EiCC Office and Regional Bureaus; and (3) the 

USAID.GOV USAID EDUCATION POLICY AND REFORM: CHANGES IN EiCC ACTIVITY SOLICITATIONS 37 



      

        

      

      

             

          

          

      

         

     

        

           

      

  

        

      

      

       

         

      

       

         

          

        

       

            

        

    

           

          

         

         

          

   

  

influence of ECCN through its meetings, webcasts, blogs, training, and tools (such as the EiCC 

Repository, RERA, and SLE assessments). 

3. As noted in the 2011–2014 study, the scores assigned to the solicitation documents using the 

rubric for an emergent TOC do not reflect a value judgment favoring planned or emergent 

approaches. While an emergent theory does lend itself to the particular and dynamic context of 

crisis and conflict settings, the structure and predictability of a planned approach has advantages. 

Also, in some types of humanitarian interventions, where there is an urgent need for rebuilding 

schools or providing other services, an emergent TOC would be inappropriate. This was 

specifically observed in the follow-up, wherein solicitation documents that reflected in-depth 

understanding of current USAID priorities (i.e., strong use of evidence, as well as clearly stated 

requests for attention to LICD, CSE, and RERA) received extremely planned scores. 

Elaboration on this point and specific examples are offered in Section 3 Findings and Section 4 

Discussion and Recommendation. 

4. In addition to not being evaluative of any particular solicitation, this research is not evaluative of 

USAID’s efforts to utilize more emergent TOCs. While USAID has made concerted efforts to 

shift its approach to be more emergent in crisis and conflict-affected environments (e.g., through 

its CLA initiative, DEPA-MERL, and other notable policy changes), the design of this research is 

not intended to measure the outcomes of those efforts per se. Rather, this analysis provides a 

snapshot over two time periods of the extent to which a sample of USAID solicitation 

documents offer (or request) planned or emergent TOCs. 

5. The 2015–2018 analysis was able to use the rubric (and thus a similar methodology to the 2011– 
2014 study) for 13 of the 16 solicitation documents. The APS and BAA documents differed so 

dramatically by both length and depth of content that it was impossible to analyze them at the 

level of specificity required by the rubric. Therefore, comparisons made between the 2011– 
2014 study and the 2015–2018 study do not include the APS and BAA documents. Still, it is 

critical to include these documents in the overall analysis because they reflect important changes 

in procurement processes. 

6. It is important to emphasize that the rubric, with its binary choices, is limited in its ability to 

reflect the complexity of TOCs in dynamic settings. As such, it is important to interpret the 

scores critically. Myriad factors influence and interact with an activity TOC, including context, 

existence of useful evidence, past activity experience, conflict dynamics, culture, and 

partnerships, to name just a few. Acknowledging this complexity—and reading any quantitative 

measure as situated within such complexity—is critical. 
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ANNEX C:  THEMES TEMPLATE  

TABLE  8.  TEMPLATE  THEME  AND  QUESTIONS  

Theme Template Question Yes/No 

Theory of 

Change 
(TOC) 

Is the activity TOC explicitly stated? (A TOC is explicitly 
stated if one of the following is provided: a set of “if-

then” statements; a results framework with goal, results, 
and IRs; or another similar format.) 

If no, is it explicitly requested from the implementer? 

Is guidance provided on how to measure/evaluate TOC? 

Evidence 

Is there evidence explicitly offered for the need for the 
activity, i.e., background/justification based on evidence? 

If no, is it explicitly requested? 

Is there evidence explicitly offered for the linkage of 

activities or outputs and outcomes? 

If no, is it explicitly requested? 

Is there an explicit mention of a conflict sensitive 

education? 

Is there explicit mention of RERA? 

CLA 

Is there explicit mention of collaboration with local 
stakeholders (government or non-government) or 
beneficiaries? 

Is there explicit mention of learning, e.g., using evidence 
such as feedback loops, consultative reviews, or rolling 
assessments to gain new insights, to respond to changes 

in context? 

Is there explicit mention of adapting, e.g., modifying 

activities, planned outputs, or TOC based on feedback 

and reviews. 

Local 

Institutional 
Capacity 

Development 

Is there explicit mention of institutional capacity 

development? 

Is there explicit mention of collaboration with local 

organizations or of co-assessments, co-design, or co-

evaluations? 
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ANNEX D:  ACTIVITY  THEORY OF CHANGE RUBRIC  

TABLE  9.  THEORY OF CHANGE  RUBRIC  (AS AMENDED  FOR  2015–2018  PERIOD)  

Stage Themes Questions/Analysis Planned 
Yes/ 

No 
Emergent 

Yes/ 

No 

Assessment 

External vs. 

community-driven 

action 

1. How and by whom are 

the problem and 

objectives identified? 

Identifies problems and gaps that 

the project will address as 

determined by Agency (and 

government) 

Research and consultations with 

stakeholders and communities (e.g., 

through action learning) to arrive 

at collective understanding of 

issues and goals 

Prescriptive vs. open 

2. What is the source and 

method for gathering and 

analyzing assessment 

data? 

Assessment done by Agency or 

consultants, drawing on existing 

data and field work, using Agency-

approved protocols and reporting; 

limited/assigned time frame for 

assessment 

Use of participative methodologies 

in local languages, bringing forth 

beliefs, values, religion, culture, 

information, insights, and ideas 

3. Is consideration or 

mention of context 

stated? 

Little focus, acknowledgement, or 

background on relevant contextual 

issues 

Context described in detail with 

supporting evidence 

Single vs. cross-

cutting sectors  

4. To what extent is the 

assessment multi-

sectoral? 

Assessment data gathered in 

education sector only 

Assessment data gathered in 

education sector, as well as other 

related sectors, such as water, 

sanitation, hygiene, health and 

nutrition, and child protection 

Information used for 

external 

accountability vs. 

feedback loops for 

local learning 

5. Is the assessment 

purpose to establish a 

baseline for evaluation or 

to provide ongoing 

feedback for learning? 

Assessment is for the purpose of 

establishing the problem and 

justifying the need for the project 

at baseline 

Assessment is ongoing and thus for 

the primary purpose of learning 

and adaptation 
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TABLE  9.  THEORY OF CHANGE  RUBRIC  (AS AMENDED  FOR  2015–2018  PERIOD)  

Stage Themes Questions/Analysis Planned 
Yes/ 

No 
Emergent 

Yes/ 

No 

Total Assessment: 

Planning 

Prescriptive vs. open 

6. What form does the 

project TOC take? 

Develops a log frame or fixed 

Results Framework that specifies 

the causal logic between inputs, 

actions, outputs and outcomes, or 

sub-IRs, IRs and SO; Results 

Framework utilizes standard 

structure/presentation 

Emergent theory of change 

articulated or requested, including 

rationale, assumptions, and 

evidence in the TOC narrative 

connect actors, inputs, actions, 

outputs and outcomes, key 

questions/hypotheses 

Single vs. cross-

sectoral approach 

7. To what extent do 

stakeholders from 

relevant sectors 

participate in project 

planning? 

Planning involves stakeholders 

from the education sector only 

Planning involves stakeholders from 

relevant sectors, such as WASH, 

nutrition and health, and child 

protection 

Prescriptive vs. open 

8. How are contextual 

factors addressed in the 

planning phase? 

Contextual factors outside the 

manageable interest of the project 

(e.g., teacher conditions of service 

and salaries) are assumed to be 

stable and/or are not accounted 

for in project design. 

Contextual factors considered in 

such a way that the project can 

evolve as these factors constrain 

implementation 

Information used for 

external 

accountability vs. 

feedback loops for 

local learning 

9. What is the nature of 

planning in regards to 

strategy, reporting, 

adaptability? 

Strategy is based on adopting 

evidence-based practices from 

prior research; indicators are  

specified in solicitation and are  

selected by Agency; reporting 

focuses on accountability; plan for 

sustainability and scalability are  

specified in solicitation  

Initial project design and TOC is 

developed or requested but calls 

for process of adaptation based on 

feedback and data on project 

effectiveness and context changes 
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TABLE 9. THEORY OF CHANGE RUBRIC (AS AMENDED FOR 2015–2018 PERIOD) 

Stage Themes Questions/Analysis Planned 
Yes/ 

No 
Emergent 

Yes/ 

No 

External vs. 

community-driven 

action 

10. To what extent is the 

community involved in 

project planning? 

Prepared by Agency staff often 

with consultancies, in consultation 

and the agreement of government; 

resources, modality (for 

implementation), time frame and 

reporting are determined by 

Agency 

Communities and other local 

stakeholders contribute to planning 

process, e.g., through design 

workshops or consultations; 

indicates that local stakeholders 

have been consulted or requires 

that they be consulted 

Total Planning: 

Implementation & 

Management 

External vs. 

community-driven 

action 

11. Who manages project 

implementation, 

including cost and 

resource planning and 

workforce capacity-

building? 

Based on project design, contracts 

out to international implementing 

organization(s) and external 

workforce; costs and resources 

determined by funding agency; IP 

responsible for managing the 

implementation of the plan as 

given, reporting back on regular 

schedule to funding Agency 

Seeks to maximize use of local 

organization(s) and to build 

capacities, including reliance on 

local workforce capacity; 

costs/resources are gathered 

throughout the lifespan of program, 

change over time, and are managed 

by local entities 

Prescriptive vs. open 

12. To what extent is 

project implementation 

fixed or based on ongoing 

learning and adaptation? 

Implementation is focused on 

putting into place original plan; no 

mention of adaptability 

Implementation is based on an 

action learning cycle, with frequent, 

credible, feedback from local 

communities and stakeholders to 

assess progress, opportunities, as 

well as barriers and ways forward; 

project implementation flexible, 

making adjustments and changes of 

strategy and use of resources 

based on feedback 
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TABLE 9. THEORY OF CHANGE RUBRIC (AS AMENDED FOR 2015–2018 PERIOD) 

Stage Themes Questions/Analysis Planned 
Yes/ 

No 
Emergent 

Yes/ 

No 

13. To what extent does 

project implementation 

regularly assess and 

respond to contextual 

factors? 

No mention of potential for 

contextual change, dynamic nature 

of context 

Frequent, credible feedback from 

local communities as it relates to 

relevant contextual information; 

project implementation is adaptable 

and sensitive to context and 

acknowledges dynamic nature of 

environment 

Information used for 

external  

accountability  vs.  

feedback loops for 

local  learning  

14. To what extent is 

management reporting  

used for accountability or  

for project learning?  

Reporting is based on monitoring 

of indicators as described in 

project plans, and primarily for the  

purpose of accountability  

Reporting is  primarily for the  

purpose of learning, and indicators  

are based on local methods and  

innovative forms of assessing 

project progress  

Single vs. cross-

cutting sectors  

15.  To what extent does

the project address 

relevant issues across 

multiple  sectors?  

Focused on a single  sector,  

typically little cross-sectoral  

connections   

Addresses multiple issues,  

constraints and resources for 

moving toward outcomes, for 

example addressing relevant issues  

in WASH, nutrition and health, and  

child protection  

Total Implementation: 

Monitoring & 

Evaluation Prescriptive vs. open 

16. Are M&E processes 

based on principles of 

traditional or 

developmental M&E (i.e., 

in relation to M&E 

timing, data collection 

processes, and data use) 

Includes a priori indicators and 

standard M&E methodology (PMP) 

and data collection tools; typically 

requires a baseline, mid-term and 

endline evaluation, in which 

specified indicators and costs are 

tracked over time; where feasible 

and appropriate, impact 

evaluations, which require a 

Include indicators based on locally 

identified needs which may evolve, 

as well as sensitivity for unintended 

or negative effects; frequent and 

ongoing data collection; locally 

relevant data collection processes, 

and dissemination to relevant 

stakeholders for use in the 

evolution of the plan 
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TABLE 9. THEORY OF CHANGE RUBRIC (AS AMENDED FOR 2015–2018 PERIOD) 

Stage Themes Questions/Analysis Planned 
Yes/ 

No 
Emergent 

Yes/ 

No 

counterfactual sample (ideally in an 

RCT design) are conducted 

External vs. 

community-driven 

action 

17. Who is involved in 

evaluation process? 

Evaluations are typically managed/ 

performed by an external 

contracted organization/consultant 

Self-assessment by organizations 

and project beneficiaries, 

supplemented by external 

assessment; emphasis on local 

feedback and participation in 

evaluating impacts 

Information used for 

external 

accountability vs. 

feedback loops for 

local learning 

18. How is success 

defined? 

Project effectiveness is judged by 

the degree to which the plan and 

its objective/results were 

efficiently implemented and 

achieved 

Project effectiveness is measured 

by the extent to which the project 

evolved to strengthen local 

organizations and communities to 

meet needs and outcomes in the 

face of a complex, changing context 

Prescriptive vs. open 

19. What is the purpose 

of monitoring and 

evaluation? 

M&E is  primarily for the purpose  

of accountability to donors and  

measuring progress towards pre-

determined results  

M&E is for the purpose of learning 

and adaptation, in addition to 

accountability and measuring 

progress 

Single vs. cross-

cutting sectors  

20. To what extent does 

data collection extend 

beyond the education 

sector? 

Data is collected on education 

indicators only 

Data is collected on related 

indicators in sectors, such as 

WASH, health and nutrition, and 

child protection, in addition to 

education, as is relevant to the 

project 
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TABLE 9. THEORY OF CHANGE RUBRIC (AS AMENDED FOR 2015–2018 PERIOD) 

Stage Themes Questions/Analysis Planned 
Yes/ 

No 
Emergent 

Yes/ 

No 

Total Monitoring and Evaluation: 

TOTAL/AGGREGATE SCORE: 

USAID.GOV USAID EDUCATION POLICY AND REFORM: CHANGES IN EiCC ACTIVITY SOLICITATIONS 45 



 

 


	USAID EDUCATION POLICY AND REFORM:   CHANGES IN EiCC  ACTIVITY  SOLICITATIONS  
	CONTENTS  
	LIST OF TABLES, FIGURES,  AND BOXES  
	ACRONYMS  
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  
	EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
	SECTION I:   CONTEXT  AND PURPOSE  
	A.  CONTEXT: USAID  EDUCATION  STRATEGY  AND  POLICY AND  THE ROLE OF  ECCN  
	B.  PURPOSE  OF  THE ANALYSIS  

	SECTION 2:   METHODOLOGY  FOR ANALYZING REFORMS  
	A.  RESEARCH  QUESTIONS  
	B.  SAMPLING  
	C.  USE OF  THEORIES  OF  CHANGE  
	D.  USE OF  EVIDENCE IN  DEVELOPING  THEORIES  OF  CHANGE  
	E.  USE OF  COLLABORATING, LEARNING, AND  ADAPTING  
	F.  BUILDING  LOCAL INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY  
	G.  LIMITATIONS  

	SECTION 3:  FINDINGS  
	A.  OVERVIEW  COMPARISON:  2011–2014  AND  2015–2018  
	B.  ACTIVITY  THEORIES  OF  CHANGE  
	C.  USE OF  EVIDENCE  
	D.  THE CLA  FRAMEWORK  AND  AN  EMERGENT  THEORY  OF  CHANGE  
	E.  LOCAL INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY  DEVELOPMENT  

	SECTION IV:  DISCUSSION   AND RECOMMENDATIONS  
	A.  CONCLUDING  DISCUSSION  
	B.  RECOMMENDATIONS  

	REFERENCES  
	ANNEX A:  EICC SOLICITATIONS REVIEWED  
	ANNEX B:  DETAILED METHODOLOGY  
	A.  SAMPLING  
	B.  METHODOLOGY  FOR  ANALYSIS  
	C.  LIMITATIONS  

	ANNEX C:  THEMES TEMPLATE  
	ANNEX D:  ACTIVITY  THEORY OF CHANGE RUBRIC  




