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Abstract 
From 2013 to 2017, Save the Children Norway tested the hypothesis that a global framework could be used 

to empower locally driven solutions within the education sector. It did so by galvanizing support and align-

ing stakeholders to common goals articulated through the Quality Learning Environment Framework but 

allowing each community context to determine its own path for achieving those goals. This article explores 

the effectiveness and impact of these projects across the three pilot countries of Cambodia, Uganda, and 

Zimbabwe as defined by the original project goals, outcomes, and objectives. Reflecting on both qualitative 

and quantitative data gathered throughout the life of the project, the article speaks to project impact and 

achievements as well as operational findings including commonalities and differences between the three 

pilot projects and keys to success. It outlines lessons learned across the programming sites and in doing so 

it explores the role of a large International Non-Governmental Organization as a catalyst for change. Fi-

nally, it discusses the rigorous research and reporting framework driven by funders and development agen-

cies, the rigidity of which struggled to capture the emergent nature of locally driven solutions. 
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Introduction 

For many years national and international development actors in education were focused 

on access to school, including student enrolment, attendance and school completion. 

However, a growing body of evidence exemplified by the Education for All Global Mon-

itoring Report (see UNESCO, 2005) and the World Bank’s evaluation of its education 

programming in over 700 projects (World Bank, 2006) found that while student access to 
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school had increased, learning outcomes had declined. This has become known as the 

global learning crisis (Education Commission, 2016), which has recently been quantified 

as more than half of school aged children around the world as not achieving minimum 

learning proficiency (UIS, 2017). These developments influenced a leading international 

development actor, Save the Children, to review its programming. Finding similar gaps, 

it responded by creating a framework to define quality in education from early childhood 

through the end of secondary school, known as the Quality Learning Environment (QLE) 

framework. The goal of the QLE is to guide Save the Children’s programme design and 

implementation to focus on the quality of learning opportunity for children, targeting im-

proved outcomes from children’s literacy, numeracy and holistic wellbeing: physical, so-

cial, emotional, cognitive and mental wellness (Maranto, 2017). 

The QLE framework outlines twenty-eight sub-standards across four guiding princi-

ples that Save the Children believes should be present in a school or learning environment 

to support children’s learning and wellbeing, and thereby respond to the global learning 

crisis. The four Guiding Principles (GPs) are:  

GP 1: Emotional and psychological protection 

GP 2: Physical protection 

GP 3: Active learning process, improved learning outcomes 

GP 4: Close collaboration between school & parents/community 

 

To operationalize the QLE framework, Save the Children Norway (SCN) developed I’m 

Learning!, a programming approach which uses the QLE framework to help Save the 

children’s country offices, as well as the schools and communities it works with to think 

about quality education in a structured and holistic way, thereby creating enabling learn-

ing environments for effective teaching and learning. From 2013 to 2017, SCN imple-

mented a pilot of I’m Learning! in a total of 32 schools: 15 schools in Cambodia, 11 

schools in Uganda, and 6 schools in Zimbabwe. The total number of primary school aged 

children who participated in the I’m Learning! pilot project across the three pilot countries 

is estimated to be 26,492 students (13,005 girls). While it is more difficult to track the 

number of teachers involved in the project, due to high teacher turnover and transfers, it 

is estimated that a total of 533 teachers participated in the project. Additionally, through 

training and awareness raising activities, many government officials, school management 

committee members, parents and community members were engaged by the project. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this article is to contribute to the global education community’s 

knowledge and understanding of effective approaches for improving education outcomes 

in low-income countries through foreign aid and international development program-

ming. This article does so by exploring the programming approach of I’m Learning!, a 

programme model which uses the QLE framework to facilitate conversations and encour-

age local solutions to education challenges. The programme’s rationale, design, imple-

mentation, and approach are detailed in “I’m Learning! Intervention methodology for 
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quality learning environments in developing country contexts” (Ryall & Zook, 2021).  

This article explores how each country in the pilot programme applied the QLE frame-

work to their local context and explores results on how effectively this approach ad-

dressed the learning needs of students, and the supports schools, and communities require 

to mitigate the learning crisis. 

To examine the effectiveness of I’m Learning!, a programme evaluation was under-

takento answer the following key questions: 

1. Did the I’m Learning! pilot achieve its goals/objectives? Why or why not?  

2. What best practices emerged from the three countries? Why? 

3. What did not work well across the three countries? Why? 

4. What areas need further investigation or development? 

5. What is recommended for Save the Children’s continued programme develop-

ment toward a common approach for participatory school improvement linked to 

the Quality Learning Framework? 

This article builds upon that evaluation report to explore these findings and, more 

importantly, discuss the following research questions: 

• Did I’m Learning! improve children’s learning outcomes and wellbeing? 

• What programme components of the I’m Learning! pilot, and in what re-

spect, contributed to improving children’s learning outcomes and wellbeing?  

• How should the results of I’m Learning! pilot inform future international de-

velopment interventions to address the global learning crisis?  

Methodology 

The research design took a realist approach using mixed methods to collect, analyse and 

interpret both quantitative and qualitative data. The study aimed to understand the out-

comes that result from implementing different mechanisms in different contexts and the 

relationship between them. (Pawson & Tilley, 2004). The study pairs quantitative re-

search findings and qualitative findings from local stakeholders to explore the tension 

between varying definitions of impact and the role of an international non-profit organi-

zation.   

Given project interventions had finished in the three implementing countries a year 

prior, an ex-post evaluation was undertaken enabling enquiries enabling areas of enquiry 

on performance, implementation relevance, impact and sustainability, including what fac-

tors and contexts helped or hindered interventions. Data for the evaluation were compiled 

through a document review, key stakeholder interviews, reflection workshops among pro-

gramme staff and stakeholders, and project site visits in each of the three pilot countries.  

The document review was carried out first; including project documentation as well as 

a review of the longitudinal research carried out simultaneously with implementation in 

each country. The project documentation included annual reports, internal evaluation re-

ports, training reports, monitoring data (including on children’s learning outcomes), QLE 

database, presentations and expense reports. This project documentation was paired with 
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reviewing longitudinal research studies completed in each country, in Cambodia by Kam-

puchean Action for Primary Education (KAPE), in Uganda by Gulu University and in 

Zimbabwe by the University of Zimbabwe. Furthermore, the three-country longitudinal 

study was coordinated by the University of Oslo who compiled findings into a consoli-

dated report which was also reviewed. An important feature of the longitudinal study was 

the twice yearly use of learning assessment tools (literacy, numeracy and life skills), with 

this data being a core data source for the learning outcomes analysis. Where gaps in data 

or findings against the evaluation questions were identified, an additional investigation 

was made through key stakeholder interviews, reflection workshops, and project site vis-

its.  

Visits to project sites focused on schools targeted for the project. Given the dispersed 

implementation localities, a purposeful sample was undertaken, selecting 3-5 schools in 

each country to cover different types of schools based on criteria of remoteness (distance 

from the main road) and student population size. School visits included observation of 

the school grounds, buildings, programmes and resources, as well as classroom-based 

teaching and learning activities. 

Key informant interviews and focus group discussions were carried out among key 

programme stakeholders in each country. Tools and protocols were developed for each 

stakeholder type, with one instance of each tool per sampled school (and one per district 

for the Ministry of Education). At each school (or district visited), data was collected 

from each of the stakeholders using the tools outlined in Table 1. 

Table 1: Summary of qualitative tools 

 Tools Description of usage 

1.  Headmaster questionnaire In each school sampled for the ex-post evaluation, the school head-

master was interviewed using a 10-question questionnaire. Collected 

information about the school on different guiding principle indica-

tors (relevant to the headmaster) from the headmaster’s perspectives.  

2.  Ministry of Education offi-

cial (district level) question-

naire 

A 10-question questionnaire implemented through interview format 

during a visit to the district education office. The purpose was to col-

lect information about education / school context in the area, teacher 

training and school monitoring, comparative reflection on project 

schools to non-project schools and the current use of the QLE frame-

work within the district. 

3.  Student focused group  

discussion 

8-10 children from grades 4-6 participated from each school in the 

group discussion. The facilitator guided discussion with 6 questions 

to prompt children’s discussion on their perceptions, attitudes and 

opinions on different QLE guiding principle indicators (relevant to 

the children). Each group discussion went about 1 hour.  

4.  School Management Com-

mittee (SMC) focused group  

discussion 

In each school sampled for the ex-post evaluation, 5-8 members of 

the SMC participated in a group discussion. An 8-question discus-

sion guide was used to facilitate discussion among participants to 

gather insights on the knowledge of SMC members on the school’s 

activities as well as the SMC contribution to the development of the 
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school. It also checked the community contribution on the guiding 

principle indicators pertaining to the development of the school. 

5.  Teachers focused group dis-

cussion 

5-10 teachers at each of the sampled schools participated in a facili-

tated discussion. An eight-question discussion guide was used to fa-

cilitate discussion and collect information on the QLE guiding prin-

ciple indicators from the teachers’ perspective. 

6.  Primary school observation 

check list 

Measures the physical environment of the school and the school fa-

cilities that supports children’s quality learners as measures by the 

indicators from an observer’s perspective. 

7.  Classroom/lesson  

observation 

Collects information on the guiding principles indicators to do with 

the learning of children and what happens in the classroom 

 

A sub-set of these stakeholders including local programme staff, Country Office staff, 

Ministry of Education officials, headmasters and parent representatives also participated 

in a reflection workshop over a period of two days within each country. The objectives 

of the workshop were to discuss and document the following items: 

• Lessons Learnt: Key learnings from implementation the past five years, includ-

ing successes as well as areas which did not work well 

• Implementation Approach: How was QLE Framework contextualized; what 

tools were used to support implementation; what were the key interventions 

across the four QLE principles; How did SC work with partners; How were the 

interventions monitored? 

• Summary of Results: Literacy; numeracy; life skills; enrolment; attendance; 

QLE indicators 

• Advocacy and Sustainability: Capacity to replicate I’m Learning! interventions; 

District engagement for improved policy implementation. 

 

Framework analysis was employed as a method to analyse the qualitative data. Anal-

ysis was carried out using NVivo, overlaying the QLE as a thematic framework to facili-

tate identification of themes, sub-themes, and trends in relation to the research questions 

across the three countries and data sources. 

Student learning outcome data was collected during project implementation by both 

Save the Children (for its project monitoring) and the research partners in each country 

who were tasked with the longitudinal research study. Learning outcome assessments 

were implemented to assess literacy, numeracy, and life skills for two cohorts of children. 

Within each country, the same learning assessment tools were used for both the project 

monitoring and the longitudinal study but carried out independently. While the tools dif-

fered between countries, all tools were validated to local contexts.  

Importantly, Save the Children’s data focused on intervention schools within the I’m 

Learning! project, while the longitudinal study had a quasi-experimental, mixed methods 

design which sampled from intervention and comparison schools. The key purpose of this 

study “was to examine the interrelationship between the learning environment as under-

stood in the QLE and learning outcomes and child development” (University of Oslo, 
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2018). The methodology for this study is summarised in Annex 1.  

The research outlined in this article reanalysed the learning outcome data from both 

Save the Children’s programme monitoring as well as the learning outcome data collected 

by the longitudinal studies conducted in each country. Excel and STATA were used to 

complete this analysis. No new learning outcome data was collected in the ex-post eval-

uation, rather relying on the extensive data sets from the aforementioned sources. 

Country Snapshots 

I’m Learning! took different forms in each country, embodying the project’s intention to 

encourage contextualisation.  What resulted from this flexibility was three-country pro-

jects with different character, emphasis, and interventions, while maintaining the same 

objectives and goals. While each Country Office had different defining characteristics for 

the project, each embraced the rights-based holistic approach to education outlined in the 

QLE framework. Basic information regarding each country’s pilot project such as dura-

tion, location, number of schools, number of students, and number of teachers is presented 

below. Through the facilitated reflection workshop, stakeholders developed a three-sen-

tence description of I’m Learning! within their country. 

Cambodia started designing their I’m Learning! program in 2013. Implementation was 

carried out from 2014 to 2017 in 15 schools located in three provinces in central Cambo-

dia: Kampong Cham, Kampong Chhnang, and Kratie. During this time, 9,353 students 

and 197 teachers took part in the programme. Participants in the programme collabora-

tively developed the following description of I’m Learning! in their country: 

I’m Learning! in Cambodia fosters community engagement and creates community structures that 

help the school achieve the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS) policy for Child-

Friendly Schools. The programme empowers community members, parents, students, and teachers 

to routinely assess their environment using the QLE assessment and to plan interventions that en-

hance the safety, WASH, child participation, child rights, learning aids, and teaching methodologies 

within the schools. Partnership with local and national governments throughout the life of the pilot, 

coupled with strong evidence of programme effectiveness, has ensured nationwide governmental 

uptake and support of the programme, the first step for sustained commitment to I’m Learning!’s 

approach for children’s learning and development. 

Programme design in Uganda also took place in 2013 and implementation was carried 

out from 2014 to 2016. Programming took place in 11 schools located in Gulu and Omo-

ros Districts in Northern Uganda. Over the length of the programme, 13,548 students and 

242 teachers participated in activities. Programme participants within Uganda collabora-

tively developed the following description of their programme: 

I’m Learning! in Uganda works with all school stakeholders through an action research approach to 

ensure effective teaching, community engagement and the pupil’s wellbeing.  Psycho-social support, 

disaster risk reduction, nutrition, hygiene and sanitation are key interventions to establish founda-

tions for a quality learning environment. The project builds upon this base by strengthening capa-

bility of teachers, school management committees (SMC) and local authorities to ensure sustained 
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conditions for pupil acquisition of relevant skills and knowledge in a safe and engaging learning 

environment. 

Zimbabwe’s I’m Learning! timeline matched that of Uganda. Programming took place 

in 6 schools located in the Rushinga and Matobo Districts. Rushinga is located northeast 

of Harare, adjoining the boarder with Mozambique whereas Matobo District is located 

south of Bulawayo, adjoining the border with Botswana. The programme had 3,591 stu-

dents and 94 teachers participating. Stakeholders explained their programme in Zimba-

bwe as follows: 

I’m Learning! in Zimbabwe works hand-in-hand with children, parents, teachers, and the School 

Development Committee to holistically create a quality learning environment in schools. All stake-

holders work together to foster inclusive schools where children are not only safe, but actively par-

ticipate in their own learning. Integrating WASH, Disaster Risk Reduction, child rights, and safety 

along with child-centred methodologies ensures improved learning outcomes for all.  

Looking across the local manifestations of I’m Learning!, there were significant dif-

ferences in programme activities, although all projects aimed to achieve the same out-

comes, articulated by the QLE framework. Cambodia’s project was characterized by 

strengthening the existing School Management Committee structure to a broader, more 

inclusive School Development Committee (SDC) that empowered learners and parents to 

take a more active role in their own schooling. Accompanied by intensive teacher profes-

sional development (TPD), increased accountability of teachers was an important focus.  

Uganda’s project focused heavily on school infrastructure (especially WASH related) and 

children’s psychosocial needs, ensuring children have access to appropriate mental health 

services through the school and community systems. Zimbabwe, while supporting TPD 

and SMC engagement, also emphasized inclusive education, thereby ensuring children 

with disabilities had access to school facilities including classrooms and latrines. 

All three projects aimed to amplify stakeholder voices and ensure meaningful chil-

dren’s participation in their own learning. The work produced numerous teaching and 

learning materials across all three countries – including educational games, teaching ma-

terials packs, book cabinets, and storybooks. Handwashing stations were constructed, wa-

ter purifiers and systems were installed, and latrines were constructed. Additionally, 

classrooms and playgrounds in every school were renovated. Across the implementation 

schools, suggestion boxes now enable pupils and parents to communicate with school 

management. Class committees were formed to monitor key aspects of quality learning 

at the classroom level, as well as to facilitate school level accountability among the teach-

ers, parents, and pupils. 
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Findings 

Quality Learning Environment 

Each Country Office developed a contextualized QLE assessment tool to help schools 

carry out self-assessment against the QLE framework principles and sub-standards. These 

tools were used with two different intentions during the pilot project: firstly, all schools 

used the assessment tools to prioritize school improvement planning activities and rou-

tinely measure progress against the QLE sub-standards. The data collected through this 

school self-assessment process was used not only as a programme intervention but also 

for monitoring progress. Additionally, the QLE assessments were used by the research 

teams in the research sites (a sub-set of the intervention schools as well as comparison 

sites). The research teams used these assessments to answer the question: How do learn-

ing environments change over time in intervention and comparison schools? 

The analysis presented here examines the changes in QLE for each of the countries 

using both the project monitoring data and the research data. Note that while the assess-

ment tools were consistent between monitoring and research, the method of calculation 

of results differed. The longitudinal research examined each country’s achievement of the 

Guiding Principles (GPs) by the percentage of sub-standards schools achieved. In this 

regard, 100% achievement of a GP required all sub-standards to be rated either 3 or 4. 

This differed from the project’s own monitoring approach which had a lower threshold 

of GP achievement, where only 50% of sub-standards had to be rated 3 or 4 in a school 

for a GP to be 100% achieved. For the purposes of comparable data, the analysis presented 

here aligned the reporting of the monitoring data to the calculation used by the longitudi-

nal study, that is, to report the percentage of sub-standards achieved. It is useful to note 

an implication of this decision. While the trends for Cambodia and Zimbabwe are similar 

for both ways of calculating results (albeit with slightly lower values), Uganda’s achieve-

ment appears much lower and more variable when the sub-standards calculation is used. 

Note key differences between the two calculations as the Country Office data is for all 

intervention schools, while the longitudinal study had a smaller sample for Cambodia (4 

schools) and Uganda (3 schools). Data was collected at similar times in the school year 

by both the CO and the researchers. 

Cambodia 

The research team found a trend of substantial and positive progress toward achieving 

QLE sub-standards in intervention schools, while comparison schools had very low 

results with little or no change over the three years, as shown in Figure 1. While 

intervention schools started in 2014 with a higher level of achievement in three of four 

GPs, the achievement gap in the quality of the learning environment between intervention 

and comparison schools widened dramatically for all GPs by 2016. 

Figure 2 shows the same trends were apparent in the monitoring data, suggesting the 

significant progress was made in the achievement of sub-standards over the life of the 
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programme. However, it is useful to note that in 2016 the measurements for all Guiding 

Principles are lower than the research findings. This is because the research focused on 

one province only (Kampong Cham), and this province has background factors like lower 

poverty rates (OPHI, 2018) as well as a much higher per school project expenditure than 

the other two provinces. 

Figure 1: Cambodia's QLE GP Sub-Standard Achievement - Research Data 

 

Figure 2: Cambodia's QLE GP Sub-Standard Achievement - Monitoring Data 

 

Uganda 

Figure 3 shows the sampled intervention schools achieving variable, but declining results 

for GP sub-standards between 2014 and 2016 in Uganda. Comparison schools were also 

variable in results, but by 2016 their GP achievement was either equal to or out-

performing intervention schools. Note that QLE results for 2014 had validity issues and 
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were dropped from the analysis in the research report. Using 2015 as a baseline, three of 

four GPs show improvement in intervention schools, but this finding is attenuated when 

results for comparison schools are taken into account. It is important to keep in mind the 

small sample size of three schools for the longitudinal research in Uganda. 

Figure 3: Uganda's QLE GP Sub-Standard Achievement - Research Data 

 
 

Figure 4 shows project monitoring results, showing gains for all GPs over the duration 

of the project. The biggest gains were seen in the last year of the project. While this trend 

was similar to Cambodia, there is still a number of sub-standards not being achieved in 

Uganda, especially for GP 2 & GP 3. Importantly, achievement may not be fully repre-

sented in the data. For instance, despite the project building 22 latrine blocks, 80% of 

schools still did not achieve sub-standard 2.3 for sanitation. The criteria for achievement 

were set unnecessarily high given the contextual situation. This also applies to some other 

indicators in GP 2-3.  

Figure 4: Uganda's QLE GP Sub-Standard Achievement - Monitoring Data 
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Zimbabwe 

Figure 5 shows intervention schools achieving incremental progress toward achieving the 

QLE sub-standards, with comparison schools showing little or no change. While 

intervention schools started in 2014 with a higher level of achievement in three of four 

GPs, the achievement gap in the quality of the learning environment widened for GP1 – 

GP3. GP 4 with its 3 sub-standards was already highly rated in 2014, maintaining that 

status by end of the research phase. 

Figure 5: Zimbabwe's QLE GP Sub-Standard Achievement - Research Data 

 
The pattern of achievement for all GPs mimics the findings from the research data. By 

2016, most indicators were being achieved in the six intervention schools. Two indicators 

where schools struggled were safe playgrounds (2.4) and children’s participation in deci-

sion making. The lowest performing schools at end of the project were the two satellite 

schools but having started at a lower level of QLE achievement, they actually made the 

strongest gains in their respective districts. 

Figure 6: Zimbabwe's QLE GP Sub-Standard Achievement - Monitoring Data 
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Summary of short-term results  

Bringing together the trends observed in the research and monitoring data, it can be de-

termined that Cambodia had substantial impact on all four Guiding Principles. Uganda’s 

team was challenged by research data validity issues, but a slight to modest impact on all 

four QLE guiding principles is observed. Finally, in Zimbabwe, there was a modest im-

pact observed on the first three QLE GPs but no impact observed on GP4. 

Learning Outcomes 

Each research team investigated the following question: How do pupils in intervention 

schools perform in terms of learning outcomes and child development compared to those 

in comparison schools? 

As illustrated in Table 2, there are both improvements and declines in the three 

learning outcomes (literacy, numeracy, and life skills) across the life of the project in both 

intervention and comparison schools. 

Table 2: Changes in learning outcomes in intervention (IS) and comparison schools 

(CS), by country 

Learning out-

come 

Cambodia Uganda Zimbabwe 

IS CS IS CS IS CS 

Literacy Improved  Improved  Improved  Improved Improved Improved  

Numeracy Declined*  Declined*   Improved Improved Declined  Declined*  

Life skills Declined  Declined  Improved*  Improved* Improved*   Improved 

Source: University of Oslo, 2018, p. 55 

Key: *: Insignificant per cent improvement or decline. 

 

Literacy improved in intervention schools in all countries over time. While comparison 

schools also improved in literacy in all countries, there is evidence of project impact on 

literacy scores in Uganda and Cambodia, where intervention schools significantly outper-

formed comparison schools. Project monitoring data in Cambodia also shows large gains 

in literacy outcomes. Uganda and Zimbabwe’s literacy monitoring data, however, are in-

consistent with the research findings. Uganda’s monitoring data shows a small decline in 

literacy outcomes whereas Zimbabwe’s monitoring data shows large increases in literacy 

outcomes from 2014 to 2016 (among both cohorts the Country Office followed). 

Regarding numeracy outcomes, there were no consistent trends across the three coun-

tries. In Cambodia, there was no change in numeracy performance among intervention 

schools. Uganda observed significant improvement in numeracy outcomes, whereas Zim-

babwe observed significant decreases in numeracy outcomes. Comparing research data 

to monitoring data, the effect of I’m Learning! on numeracy outcomes becomes even less 

clear. Within Cambodia’s intervention schools, monitoring data actually showed an im-

provement in numeracy outcomes, whereas Uganda and Zimbabwe’s monitoring data 
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showed decreases in numeracy outcomes. By the end of the project, comparison schools 

in Zimbabwe and Cambodia outperformed intervention schools in numeracy. As such, 

there is no consistent evidence that the project impacted numeracy outcomes.  

Uganda’s project carried out supplemental research to understand if the project con-

tributed to significantly higher performance in literacy and numeracy taught in mother-

tongue and basic English taught as a subject among children in intervention schools com-

pared to their peers in comparison schools. The supplementary study used cross-sectional 

data collected among Primary 3 pupils at the end of term three in the school year 2016. 

Primary 3 pupils were selected to be the focus of this study because Primary 3 is the 

highest education level where thematic curriculum that emphasizes mother-tongue as the 

medium of instruction as per the Uganda Ministry of Education Policy 2007. The study 

found that pupils in intervention schools performed better in mother tongue literacy, nu-

meracy, and English than their peers in comparison schools, indicating that there was a 

significant contribution of the I’m Learning! project. 

While the project clearly had an impact on literacy outcomes in Cambodia and Uganda, 

the lack of impact on literacy in Zimbabwe may be explained by the presence of several 

other development organizations working on literacy in the area, including in the com-

parison schools. Qualitative data collected by the research team in Zimbabwe describes 

the child-centred training that the teachers underwent, and parents/learners describe that 

they now participate in partner and group work. Interviews and focus group discussions 

within the intervention schools found that parents and learners were convinced that Save 

the Children interventions that improved learning environments were having a positive 

effect on learning outcomes and child development. As an example, a pupil said, “Having 

received most of our needs it has motivated our learning interest.” 

Qualitative findings from the research shed light on why improvements in literacy 

were observed, whereas numeracy outcomes were inconsistent. Teachers in Cambodia 

acknowledged that their students demonstrate better proficiency in reading than other 

subjects. Specifically, teachers noted that students have difficulty remembering the mul-

tiplication tables, easily ‘forgetting’ what they learned in math. One teacher explained 

that math requires the teachers to make a strong pedagogical effort by producing and 

using teaching materials and inventing exercises to teach various mathematical algo-

rithms. But according to her observations, most teachers simply follow the textbook. Fur-

thermore, there is evidence that children are better able to receive help at home with lit-

eracy homework as opposed to math homework. Teachers explained that while some par-

ents can help their child with reading and writing at home, many of them have weaker 

skills in math.  

In Uganda, a similar finding arose in interviews and focus group discussions with 

learners and teachers who affirmed that all basic numeracy operations and concepts were 

taught in both intervention and comparison schools.  Furthermore, the methodology for 

teaching these topics was the same between the two school groups. Both intervention and 

comparison schoolteachers reported challenges with conceptualising numeracy topics.  
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Child development was measured through life skills assessment in each of the coun-

tries. The research team in Cambodia found that life skills outcomes decreased among 

intervention schools during the life of the project. There were no significant changes in 

life skills outcomes in Uganda and Zimbabwe. Similar to numeracy outcomes, compari-

son schools in Zimbabwe and Cambodia actually outperformed intervention schools in 

life skills. 

While the quantitative life skills assessment results did not show project impact, qual-

itative data provides useful insight into life skills achievement in the three countries. Cam-

bodia’s longitudinal research report explains that there were significant gains in life skills 

observed among both comparison and intervention schools: 

The observations conducted in the classrooms, on the playground and at home (i.e., case study stu-

dents) did not show any difference in behaviours regarding communication among peers, conflict 

and its resolution, self-regulation, ethics or citizenship, etc. In both groups of schools, students ask 

permission before leaving the classroom, and greet the teacher when he/she enters the classroom. 

Self-regulation behaviours (e.g., persevering in an activity, putting one’s hand down if the teacher 

does not invite the student to speak, not leaving one’s seat before the teacher has asked a student to 

do so, etc.) appear to occur at the same level and frequency. Furthermore, observations and inter-

views do not show any difference regarding conflicts among students and the ways they resolve 

them when they occur. 

While there was no difference between intervention and comparison students observed 

given the above life skills, students were observed to be spontaneously more polite to-

wards adults. Through strengthening the educational structure (GP 4), the project has em-

powered these children to constructively engage with teachers and community adults po-

litely. This suggests that after four years of project implementation, intervention school 

students are more empowered, but in the framework of a strengthened hierarchical edu-

cational structure.  

In Uganda, interview and focus group discussions among learners, parents, and teach-

ers found that cordial interpersonal relationship and skills appear stronger in intervention 

schools than comparison schools in terms of interpersonal interaction, cooperation and 

interpersonal communication. Additionally, intervention schools are experiencing im-

proving moral and ethical standards while comparison schools are experiencing declining 

moral ethical standards. 

Zimbabwe’s qualitative data also found strong signs of improvements in life skills, 

although mostly connected to the Guiding Principles rather than directly to life skills. 

Workshops on psychosocial support facilitated by Save the Children have had a strong 

impact in addressing the emotional and psychosocial needs of the learners (GP1). Parents, 

teachers and learners indicated that there was no longer use of violence, threats, or cor-

poral punishment in intervention schools. In relation to the protection of learners’ physi-

cal well-being (GP2), the participants in intervention schools acknowledged improved 

health and hygiene practices.  

Overall, the project demonstrated strong results in literacy, especially in Cambodia and 

Uganda. Both monitoring and research findings are limited and sporadic in terms of 
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numeracy and life skills outcomes. Quantitative and qualitative data show that numeracy 

remains to be a challenge in all three of the implementation countries, with learners scor-

ing extremely low on the assessments and teachers explaining that teaching numeracy is 

an ongoing challenge for them. Quantitative life skills assessments showed little or no 

improvement over the life of the project, but qualitative data describe improvement in 

several life skills areas within each country. This could point to challenges with the life 

skills assessment tool in terms of the construct it uses to define child development (life 

skills). Measuring behaviour change can be extremely challenging and globally life skills 

assessment is a challenge.  It is therefore encouraging that qualitative data highlights some 

of the observed improvements in life skills within intervention schools.  

QLE and Learning Outcomes 

Each research team also examined the relationship between the QLE Guiding Principles 

and the learning outcomes. Table 3 shows the results of these analyses. While there is not 

a consistent pattern in the interrelationships between learning environment and learning 

outcomes, GP 2 and GP 3 are generally positively related to literacy, numeracy and life 

skills in all three countries in the lower grades. GP 1 is positively related to literacy and 

numeracy. Despite some positive relationships, GPs 1-4 are most negatively related to 

life skills. 

Setting aside life skills, the analyses on interrelationships generally supports the I’m 

Learning! program logic, that enhancing the school environment improves learning out-

comes. This finding is most represented in the early grades. It is important to note, how-

ever, that it is extremely difficult to separate the Guiding Principles, as many interven-

tions cut across GPs and GPs are interrelated and support one another. 

Table 3: Interrelationships between QLE and learning outcomes in intervention 

schools, by country 

Relationship Cambodia Uganda Zimbabwe 

Lower 

grades 

Upper grades Lower grades Upper grades Lower 

grades 

Upper 

grades 

Positive  GP 2/3 & 

Lit/Num/LS 

GP1 & 

Lit/Num 

(Grade 1) 

GP 1-4 & Lit & 

Num (Grade 6) 

GP 4 & Num 

(Grade 6) GP 4 

& LS (Grade 4) 

GP 1/2 & 

Lit/Num/LS 

GP 3 & 

Lit/Num/LS 

 

GP 1/2 & 

Lit/Num/LS 

 

GP 1 & 

Lit/LS 

GP 2 & 

Lit/Num  

GP 3 & LS 

 

GP 3 & Lit 

Negative  GP 2-4 & LS 

(Grade 5) 

GP 1-4 & LS 

(Grade 4) 

GP 4 & LS GP 3/4 & 

Lit/Num/LS 

  

Source: University of Oslo, 2018, p. 59 

Note: Lit: literacy; Num: numeracy; LS: life skills.  
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Results Interpretation 

While the quantitative data is mixed in terms of impact, there are some encouraging find-

ings. Firstly, the longitudinal research shows evidence of significant improvement in lit-

eracy outcomes in Cambodia and Uganda. Monitoring data further supports this finding 

in Cambodia, but contradicts the findings in Uganda and Zimbabwe, with Uganda’s mon-

itoring data showing decreases in literacy outcomes and Zimbabwe’s monitoring data 

showing large increases in literacy among both lower and upper grades. 

Numeracy data is similarly inconsistent, with no clear trend across the three countries. 

Cambodia’s longitudinal research showed no change in numeracy performance among 

intervention schools whereas the monitoring data showed improvement. Uganda’s longi-

tudinal research observed significant improvement in numeracy outcomes, whereas its 

monitoring data showed decreases in numeracy outcomes. Zimbabwe observed signifi-

cant decreases in numeracy outcomes within the longitudinal research, which was con-

firmed by the project monitoring data. As such, there is no consistent evidence that the 

project impacted numeracy outcomes. 

The inconsistent quantitative findings suggest that there may be methodological issues 

with the way literacy and numeracy assessments were carried out. Given these inconsist-

encies, the project relies heavily on qualitative data, which across all three countries, de-

scribes improvement in literacy outcomes resulting from I’m Learning!. 

While qualitative data strongly supported impact on literacy outcomes within the pro-

ject sites, qualitative findings in numeracy highlight the challenges the project faced 

within numeracy. Qualitative data highlights the challenges learners and teachers face in 

numeracy and suggest that if the I’m Learning! project focused more heavily on numeracy 

interventions moving forward, there is the potential to see project impact in this area. 

While there was little to no impact observed on life skills assessments across the three 

countries, qualitative data across all three countries show improvements in life skills. This 

perhaps points to issues with either the conceptual framework for life skills or the quan-

titative tools used to measure life skills within I’m Learning!. 

Importantly, through the interrelationship analysis presented by the research team, the 

project logic holds – that the Guiding Principles are associated with learning outcomes. 

While the project did not necessarily exhibit consistent results on learning outcomes, it 

did observe some impact on QLE indicators, and this impact was increasing over the 

length of the project. This is especially important considering that the project sites often 

took at least a year or two to fully implement the project. Therefore, it is possible that I’m 

Learning!’s impact would be seen over the length of time that is greater than the length 

of the presented research. Ongoing longitudinal research into learning outcomes is highly 

recommended. 

In addition to the overall examination of results, it is necessary to look at different 

types of schools. Each country in the I’m Learning! pilot selected to intervene in a range 

of schools – those who performed decently well but clearly needed additional support and 

those that were extremely struggling (or even at the point of closing). The project was 
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extremely effective at helping to raise the struggling schools to a point of functioning 

again. Thus, the project was quite effective at achieving Save the Children’s mandate to 

target the most marginalized students.  

Operational Approach 

While interventions aimed at establishing quality learning environments were contextu-

alized to each country’s needs, each Country Office also had similarities and differences 

in terms of project operations. 

All Country Offices worked closely with local education authorities, either at the dis-

trict or provincial level. District education officers supported functions like training of 

teachers or SMC/SDC, classroom observation/supervision, and broader monitoring of the 

school compound. In the case of Cambodia, the project used working groups at the na-

tional and sub-national level to develop the content of the project. As such, there was 

early buy-in nationally by the Ministry of Education, with a broad range of departments 

contributing to and signing off on the I’m Learning! approach, training modules and tools. 

Furthermore, the engagement of a core group of technical staff from provincial teacher 

training colleges and provincial / district offices of education as project implementers 

build know-how within the Ministry of Education structures for taking on I’m Learning! 

interventions. 

In Uganda, Save the Children staff worked alongside the District Education Depart-

ment (DED) to integrate the QLE Framework in to the DED’s monitoring tool.  Critical 

items from both tools were picked and merged in to one Joint Monitoring and Support 

Supervision (JMSS) tool. The components of QLE that were included in the JMSS were 

related to sub standards 1.2, 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5 under GP1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.6, 2.8 under GP2. The 

DED in these two districts have fully adopted the JMSS tool and maintained using it 

beyond the end of the project. 

Regarding Save the Children staffing of the project, Cambodia and Uganda had dedi-

cated I’m Learning! staff based in the field, Zimbabwe did not. Within Zimbabwe, the 

project was staffed primarily by four staff members, of which each contributed 25% of 

their time. The combined equivalence of staff time allocation was about 1 full-time staff 

to 6 schools. Cambodia on the other hand had seven dedicated staff, a ratio of 1 staff for 

every 2 schools. Moreover, government partners supporting follow-up and monitoring in 

schools were also more intensively supporting in Cambodia compared to Uganda and 

Zimbabwe. 

All pilot sites used the QLE Assessment for project design, review, and adaptation. 

Uganda and Zimbabwe had a similar design to their contextualized QLE Assessment tool, 

using six different tools across their stakeholders and a discussion-based consolida-

tion/determination of indicator scoring. Cambodia, on the other hand, used one assess-

ment tool for all stakeholders, allowing each stakeholder to directly ‘rate’ each indicator. 

A strong difference between the countries arose when stakeholders were asked to recall 
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QLE assessment results throughout the time of the project. Cambodian stakeholders could 

recount QLE Assessment results for each indicator in each year of the project for their 

school, thus showing that the project truly emphasized, and aligned stakeholders around, 

the results for project planning and monitoring. Zimbabwean and Ugandan stakeholders, 

however, were not as familiar with their assessment scores. There are a couple of probable 

reasons for the difference between countries. SC Cambodia encouraged schools to 

post/display assessment results at the school each year, providing all stakeholders with 

documentation of their results and progress. This did not occur in Uganda or Zimbabwe. 

Also, school annual planning differed between countries. Although all countries used the 

QLE results to inform annual planning, in Uganda and Zimbabwe it was only the school 

heads and the SMC chairperson’s using the data for developing plans, while in Cambodia 

the annual school planning was characterised by a consultative, open and transparent pro-

cess during which even learners had an opportunity to contribute. This may point to the 

level of engagement Save the Children had with each school, Cambodia’s staff working 

very closely with the schools, facilitating openness of stakeholders to share successes and 

challenges. 

Finally, there were differences in the distribution of funding, and therefore the priori-

tization of interventions, for each Country Office. Funding differed based on school (and 

school need) in Cambodia and Uganda. Cambodia phased prioritization of Guiding Prin-

ciples with the idea that Guiding Principle 3 should be emphasized first. Upon seeing 

improved literacy results, the community was more likely to offer support (Guiding Prin-

ciple 4) and therefore facilitate the establishment of Guiding Principles 1 and 2. Zimba-

bwe, however, allocated the same amount of funding for each school, regardless of need 

and addressed all four guiding principles at each school, in each year. 

Discussion and Recommendations 

The summative review of the project found that the strongest aspect of the I’m Learning! 

project is that it empowers communities to identify local priorities and solutions to prob-

lems within the school. It therefore encourages a bottom-up approach. As shown else-

where in the literature (Marzano et al., 2005; Hattie, 1999; Dearing et al., 2006), promo-

tion of parental and community engagement in school has a significant positive effect on 

children’s learning and school success. Thus, project interventions that strengthen bot-

tom-up approaches increase the likelihood of sustained improvements in school perfor-

mance. That said, further research into I’m Learning!’s sustainability is needed. 

The QLE framework sub-standards align stakeholders to a common understanding of 

quality education and common objectives. Therefore, setting boundaries of what to em-

phasize and support in terms of school development. This process is carried out through 

the effective use of the QLE assessment tool. 

Alongside the empowerment factor, the project supported schools in identifying and 

securing their own resourcing for school improvements. Within this paradigm, I’m Learn-

ing! is a valued funding source, but one that can be replicated, not situated as a one-off 
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opportunity for intervention schools. 

As this was a pilot project, there was a long start-up phase in which countries became 

familiar with the programming approach. This resulted in the pilot projects requiring gen-

erally a longer start-up phase than had been initially planned. While the project was meant 

to start in 2014, it was not until 2015 that interventions were truly being implemented. 

Two of the pilot sites also used cascade training models, which led to the deteriorating 

quality of project implementation. Stakeholders expressed dilution of training inputs re-

sulting from this approach, which was not the original intent of the project. 

Across the three pilot sites, funding significantly differed. This resulted in Uganda 

having insufficient resourcing and Cambodia having abundant resourcing. It is possible 

that given different funding allocation, Uganda could have seen greater project impact. 

Given these differences, it is challenging to compare project impact and results across the 

three pilot sites. 

The pilot project implemented rigorous longitudinal research alongside the pilot pro-

jects. While this provided useful insights to the project implementation and impact, there 

were numerous challenges that resulted from a project being designed and adapted along-

side a rigorous research framework. There was therefore a misalignment between a bot-

tom-up, contextualized project design and a rigid research design that did not effectively 

capture some of the emergent project developments. It is time that the researchers within 

the development sector embrace the complexities of programming and develop better as-

sessment and measurement strategies for more effectively defining, measuring, and de-

termining impact.  

Finally, while it is recognized that a defining characteristic and strength of I’m Learn-

ing! is the fact that the QLE framework allows for country-specific contextualisation, 

interventions, and innovations, it also poses a significant challenge for project model de-

velopment and documentation traditionally used by NGOs. The project struggled to pro-

vide enough structure that ensures rigour and fidelity of project implementation, while 

also allowing the project to be tailored to the needs of each country. 

I’m Learning! examines root causes of poor enrolment, attendance, and performance 

– and works to address those causes. Most education initiatives right now are focused on 

learning outcomes, which is admirable given the global learning crisis, but often these 

initiatives are only targeting learning outcomes to the exclusion of more holistic program-

ming. While the intent of the pilot project was to enhance learning outcomes, and there 

are initial indications of improvement in this area, there are certainly encouraging steps 

being taken to improve learning environments. 

Often a missing piece in the global and national literacy initiatives is the development 

of community support which not only encourages home support and involvement in 

school but also helps build the sustainability of the project. I’m Learning! has done this 

in a unique way – by galvanizing support and aligning stakeholders to the QLE frame-

work indicators. The success of this approach through I’m Learning! is extremely encour-

aging – suggesting that communities can do quite a lot to solve their own problems, 
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although they may just need the catalyst of a common framework or an external party 

such as a non-profit. This could add a lot to the global development sector’s knowledge 

regarding how best to work with communities. 

Additionally, there is the potential for the project to transform the most deprived 

schools in the targeted countries. This works in two ways. In the three countries, the 

schools rely on parent levies to invest and improve the school. At times, enrolment is so 

low that funds are extremely limited for that investment. Save the Children can help 

bridge that gap, sparking school improvements and attracting more learners for enrol-

ment. In other settings (such as Zimbabwe), the government requires the schools to reach 

a certain minimum standard before it is formally recognized by the government and be-

fore it receives any support from the government. In this case, Save the Children can help 

schools achieve this minimum standard. 

Finally, it is important to recognize the role international non-profits play in the 

schools and communities. Project stakeholders described the benefit of having Save the 

Children’s voice active in school and community conversations, as an ‘outside’ and often 

unbiased, civil society voice. In relations where there are assumptions and tensions, this 

external voice can be extremely beneficial to facilitate better relations between stakehold-

ers. This can be an opportunity for non-profits and development agencies to play an im-

portant role in catalysing change without imposing Western ideals, measurement frame-

works, and restrictive programming. 
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Annex 1: Research Design for the I’m Learning! Longitudinal Study 

Item Cambodia Uganda Zimbabwe 

Location 1 province 1 district, 2 counties  2 provinces, 4 districts 

No. of schools  Intervention schools = 4 

Comparison schools = 4 

 2015 2016 Intervention schools = 6 

Comparison schools = 6 Intervention 3 5 

Comparison 3 5 

Sampling of schools Non-random, purposive 

Criteria: size (student en-

rolment), remoteness/lo-

cation, school character-

istics like student-teacher 

ratio; student background 

(socio-economic status  

Peri-urban, rural  

 

Schools selected by dis-

trict education officials 

3 criteria:  

a) Highest achieving school 

b) Average achieving school  

c) satellite school (low resource 

and low achievement) 

Schools selected by district edu-

cation officials 

Sampling technique 

Level 1  

100% (small schools), 

95% confidence level 

Two student cohorts per 

school: Grade 1 (2, 3); 

Grade 4 (5,6) 

Stratified and simple ran-

dom sampling, 95% con-

fidence level. Two stu-

dent cohorts per school: 

Grade 3 (4), Grade 5 (6) 

Stratified random sampling, 

95% confidence level; 100% 

(satellite schools) 

Two student cohorts per school: 

Grade 3 (4, 5); Grade 5 (6, 7) 

Sample size  

Level 1* 

 

2014 (Year 1) 2015: 1,011 total students 

for intervention and com-

parison with two cohorts 

from grades 3 and 5.  

2016: 869 total students 

for intervention and com-

parison with two cohorts 

from grade 4 and 6. 

2014 (Year 1) 

 Gr1 Gr4  Gr3 Gr5 

Intervention 491 265 Total Students 74 106 

2017 (Year 3) 2016 (Year 3) 

 Gr3 Gr6  Gr5 Gr7 

Intervention 414 362 Total Students 121 126 

Comparison 266 168  

Level 2 140  196 (2016) 414 (2014); 405 (2016) 

Level 3 (Intervention schools 

only) 

24 learners; 48 parents 

 

6 learners and 6 parents 

per school 

67 learners, 62 parents (2014) 

56 learners; 49 parents (2016) 

Data collection methods Mixed Mixed Mixed 

Analysis techniques 

Level 1 

 

Descriptive/inferential 

statistical analysis (t-test, 

ANOVA Tukey, Pearson 

correlation, multiple re-

gression. Reliability 

(Cronbach alpha) 

Descriptive/inferential 

statistical analysis (t-test, 

ANOVA, regression 

analysis).  

Descriptive/inferential statistical 

analysis (t-test, ANOVA Tukey, 

multiple linear regression analy-

sis). Reliability (Cronbach al-

pha). 

Level 2 Credibility (trust, conver-

sation, triangulation), 

confirmability, dependa-

bility  

Thematic constant com-

parative analysis. 

Credibility (triangula-

tion), transferability, de-

pendability, confirmabil-

ity 

Deductive content analysis. 

Credibility (triangulation, mem-

ber checking, peer review); 

transferability (thick descrip-

tions), dependability (overlap-

ping methods), confirmability 

(triangulation) 

Level 3 Triangulation Case study stories Deductive content analysis 

* Level 1 data include only the number of learners who took the literacy, numeracy, and life skills tests. 

Level 2 data includes other participants including teachers, headmasters, parents, district officials, SMC 

members, with the data collected through qualitative methods. Full description in University of Oslo, 2018. 

http://www.nordiccie.org/

