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Abbreviations and Acronyms

AA ActionAid

ASC Annual School Census
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COVID-19 Coronavirus Disease

CPD Continuous Professional Development
EEF Education Endowment Foundation
EGRA Early Grade Reading Assessment
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GATE Girls’ Access to Education
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GER Gross enrolment rate

GESI Gender Equality and Social Inclusion
Gll The Index of Gender Inequality

GoSL Government of Sierra Leone

HDI Human Development Indicator

HI Humanity and Inclusion

IfD Institute for Development

Int. International

IPE Implementation and Process Evaluation
JSS Junior Secondary School
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LA Learning Assistant

MBSSE Ministry of Basic and Senior Secondary Education

MEL Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning

MEST Ministry of Education, Science and Technology

MGCA Ministry of Gender and Children’s Affairs

MHPSS Mental Health and Psychosocial Support

MICS Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey

MSW Ministry of Social Welfare

MTRP Medium-term Response Plan

NCTVA National Council for Technical, Vocational and other Academic
Awards

NFER National Foundation for Educational Research

NQFT Newly-Qualified Female Teacher

ou The Open University

PFA Psychosocial First Aid

Plan Plan International UK

PWRT Pupil-Qualified Teacher Ratios

PS Primary School

PV Programme Volunteer

QA Quality assurance

SDG Sustainable Development Goal

SMC School Management Committee

SSS Senior Secondary School

ST Student Teacher

STRP Short-term Response Plan

TOC Theory of change

TOR Terms of Reference

TSC Teaching Service Commission

TTC Teacher Training College
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Executive Summary

Introduction

This report presents the findings from the endline evaluation of Girls’ Access to Education: Girls’
Education Challenge (GATE-GEC) project. The endline evaluation was undertaken by the
National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) and the Institute for Development Sierra
Leone (IfD) between January and July 2021.

Funded through the Girls’ Education Challenge (GEC) portfolio of the United Kingdom’s (UK)
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), GATE-GEC built on its predecessor
project under GEC-1, which had been operational from 2013 to 2016. GATE-GEC aimed to
support marginalised girls and children with disabilities in primary schools (PS) and junior
secondary schools (JSS) in Sierra Leone to attend school, reach their full learning potential, learn
in a safe and inclusive environment, and successfully transition to further education and beyond.
Operating from 2017 to 2021, Plan International UK worked with Humanity and Inclusion,
ActionAid, and the Open University to deliver the project across the districts of Kailahun, Karene,
Kenema, Kono, Moyamba and Port Loko in Sierra Leone. In response to the outbreak of COVID-
19, the project implemented a short-term response plan (STRP) and a subsequent medium-term
response plan (MTRP) in order to adapt to the rapidly changing context.

Beneficiary population

An understanding of the beneficiary population derives from data from the beneficiary reverification
survey, which was conducted by the GATE-GEC at the start of each school year (2017 — 2020).
The survey captured data from two sets of populations: the original cohort of direct beneficiaries,
who have been tracked longitudinally throughout the project, and the expanded cohort of initially
indirect beneficiaries, who participated in and benefitted from project study groups alongside the
original cohort and were additionally directly targeted and tracked as part of the STRP/MTRP
interventions.

Figure 0.1 Summary of GATE-GEC beneficiary composition based on project data
(2017-2021)*

Girls 1652 9360
Boys 1575 1482

0 2000 4000 6000 8000 10000 12000
# of project GATE-GEC beneficiaries

® Child with disability ~ ® Child without disability

1 Source: 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020 reverification data.
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The analysis of this data confirmed that the GATE-GEC project reached a total of 14,069
beneficiaries across the project’s lifetime across both cohorts in PS and JSS.2 This beneficiary
population was comprised of a total of 11,012 direct female beneficiaries (girls, including girls with
disabilities), 1,575 direct male beneficiaries (boys with disabilities) and reached a further 1,482
indirect male beneficiaries (boys). Of the beneficiary population, 40 percent were at the PS level
(2,618 girls and 3,057 boys) and 60 percent (8,394 girls) were at the JSS level. Of girls, 15 percent
were girls with disabilities; of boys, 52 percent were boys with disabilities, with a total of 23 percent
of the population were identified as children with disabilities. The samples identified by the baseline
and midline evaluations, the analysis of the location of the schools targeted by the project and the
fact that it reached a higher proportion of children with disabilities than the national average3,
demonstrate that the beneficiaries targeted by the project can be considered as marginalised.

In 2017, the original cohort included 6,586 beneficiaries. In the final year of the project, 9,049
beneficiaries were being reached, which included 7,593 as part of the expanded cohort and 1,566
of the remaining original cohort. This suggests that over time, a total of 5,020 beneficiaries left the
project. While the project did not track the beneficiaries who left, the possible reasons for leaving
include successful transition from JSS to senior secondary school, drop-out, or moving out of
GATE-GEC project schools/districts. The majority of project leavers (67 percent) left at the JSS3
level. Looking longitudinally across the original cohort, the proportion of children with disability
increased over time and the number of PS students (where the majority of children with disability
have been targeted) amongst the original cohort remained high. This suggests that the reason for
leaving the project were more likely due to the completion of JSS rather than drop-out in earlier
grades and that children with disabilities were retained throughout the project.

Evaluation Design

The endline evaluation used a theory-based implementation and process evaluation approach to
blend a systematic analysis of existing project monitoring, evaluation and learning (MEL) data and
documentation with qualitative primary data, in order to capture an in-depth understanding of
beneficiary experiences and the project’s contribution to outcomes. Data collection took place in
May 2021 in one JSS and one PS in each of the six operating districts of the GATE-GEC project,
totalling 42 project beneficiaries and 20 school stakeholders. Data was also collected with project
staff across all consortium partners and four key stakeholders.

2 The total figure is derived from the summation of the count of unique IDs for the original cohort of
beneficiaries counted at the start of the project in 2017 with the expanded cohort counted in 2020. It should
be noted that NFER’s analysis differs slightly from the project’s figures, with a difference of 110 beneficiaries.
This discrepancy is likely due to differences as a results of data cleaning differences in the expanded cohort
dataset, whereby NFER’s analysis is not able to account for if entries were removed due to inaccuracies or
duplicated entries under different IDs. We have adopted the project’s more conservative figures as the final
total of beneficiaries reached, but the subsequent analysis is based on our figures.

8 The 2019 ASC found that approximately 15 percent of school aged children present a disability. For
comparison, the 2017 MICS found that 23 percent of children in the country aged 5 to 17 (both in and out of
school) had at least one functional disability.

4 Note that the project has reported a slightly lower figure for the expanded cohort total of 7,483.
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The following limitations should be noted, when interpreting the findings of the endline evaluation
report,:

e Evaluation design: As a result of the outbreak of COVID-19 and related school closures, it
was not possible to collect data on learning outcomes data or from a comparison group. The
evaluation design was adapted from a quasi-experimental approach and representative
sample. Therefore, the attribution of impact to the project cannot be confirmed within the scope
of the evaluation. The adaptation of the evaluation design also meant that it was not possible to
directly compare results from the baseline and midline. However, where possible, we draw
upon previous evaluation results to inform the conclusions of our endline study.

e Data sources and analysis: The evaluation design utilised the extensive monitoring,
evaluation, and learning (MEL) data collected by the GATE-GEC project, including from the
beneficiary reverification process conducted at the start of each school year throughout the
project’s lifetime. We worked closely with the MEL team to understand the existing quality
assurance systems and to reconcile discrepancies emerging from analysis. The restrictions on
international travel meant that enumerator training and data collection coordination was
conducted remotely. Finally, the sample utilised for qualitative data collection was not
representative and limited to beneficiaries currently in schools. However, the sample was
designed to be purposive and to capture a diverse range of perspectives, particularly from
beneficiary sub-groups.

Findings

The key findings are presented against the first two evaluation objectives. The first objective took
stock of the GATE-GEC project to examine the project’s design and adaptation by analysing
the project’s reach, on-going relevance and how well it was able to adapt to the changing needs of
its beneficiaries. The second objective of the evaluation examined the project’s three intended
outcomes of learning, transition, and sustainability by documenting the experiences of the
vulnerable and marginalised beneficiary groups. Additionally, we explored the available evidence
from previous evaluations, project progress reporting, and project MEL data to demonstrate
progress made over the life of the project and to assess the contribution of the project towards
learning and transition, and the extent to which the project took steps to ensure that key
innovations and interventions have a lasting change.

Objective 1: Project design and adaptation

The design of GATE-GEC has continued the progress of GEC-1 and its focus on
intersectionality and safeguarding and child protection, strongly differentiated it from other
projects in Sierra Leone

The design of GATE-GEC continued the progress made by its predecessor project, GEC-1,
through both support to educators and students and attention to intersectionality. It also benefitted
from lessons learned from GEC-1 by including a greater focus on inclusive education, engagement
and ownership, and beneficiary monitoring. Its differentiation from other projects in Sierra Leone
positively contributed to its ability to engage national stakeholders. The consortium design of
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GATE-GEC allowed each member to contribute and build upon their thematic expertise. The
structure also posed challenges to the implementation of district-level activities where priorities
competed, such as in the delivery of thematic activities versus monitoring data collection.

With regards to adaptation, the original design of the GATE-GEC project was carefully
informed by an understanding of beneficiary needs

Building on the project’s previous experience with Ebola and through the use of a comprehensive
rapid educational needs assessment, the project’s response to COVID-19 was able to successfully
target beneficiaries’ changing needs. In particular, the project’'s MTRP response increased its
emphasis on beneficiary physical and mental wellbeing to ensure that children stay connected and
return to schools. This was made possible due to the project’s existing focus and strengths in this
area. However, as a result of the necessary project adaptations, important project interventions
focusing on financial needs and barriers were unable to be implemented.

Objective 2: Outcomes

Learning

The findings from the baseline and midline evaluations demonstrated mixed results from
learning assessments as compared to the control group, but validated the importance of
targeted support for marginalised girls and children with disabilities

Baseline findings demonstrated that children with disabilities performed as well as or better than
children without disabilities. The midline evaluation found that the progression in numeracy and
literacy was slower than anticipated in comparison to the targets set. This was attributed to delays
in project implementation. For the activities that were on-going, the midline evaluation found that
beneficiaries held positive attitudes towards the impact of those activities on learning. Finally, for
sub-groups, the midline evaluation found that at the JSS level, a number of characteristics,
including having a disability, or being a single or double orphan, was related to lower learning
outcomes, validating the importance of targeting marginalised students and especially girls.

For children with disabilities, the project provided key support to improve their ability to
participate in classroom learning activities and mobility

The project supported inclusive learning and environments, through the provision of model
schools, itinerant teachers, and assistive devices. Assistive devices were provided to a selection of
students whose needs were identified as part of GEC-1, while the model school and itinerant
teacher interventions were designed as demonstrator projects. The project successfully met all
associated output targets for these activities. These interventions reached a relatively small
proportion of the overall beneficiary population. Therefore, the coverage as compared with the
overall beneficiary population is low and data cannot confirm the extent to which activities were
effective in meeting the specific needs of beneficiaries. Where received, there are positive
indications that these led to improvements in the school environment and the individualised
support available to children with disabilities to attend and engage while in school. A small number
of children with disabilities who had not received assistive devices expressed challenges in
travelling to school in particular. Overall, the indications from limited data suggest positive
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feedback, and in order to facilitate further scale up or replication it is necessary to collect further
evidence on their effectiveness in meeting the needs of girls and children with disabilities.

Study groups were a key intervention for all sub-groups, including marginalised girls and
children with disabilities, which provided a positive learning space for students and gave
PVs an opportunity to apply the skills and techniques gained during continuous
professional development (CPD)

Beneficiaries stated that study groups were more conducive to learning, and with support from
PVs, helped students to feel more confident and to increase their understanding of school subjects.
While views of study groups were overwhelmingly positive and attendance was high, beneficiaries
and school stakeholders identified distance to school and hunger as common barriers to regular
attendance in both regular classrooms and study groups.

Further activities were conducted to support wider school management through support to school
leaders and School Management Committees (SMCs) or Boards of Governors to institutionalise
the changes such as study groups and support provided to teachers. The implementation targets
were met, and training and support provided by the project appears to have supported the
development of School Development Plans (SDPs). However, there is limited data to provide
further insight into the effectiveness of these activities, and progress was likely delayed due to
school closures during the final year of the project.

MEL data and beneficiaries and school stakeholders’ perspectives both validate that
teaching practices and methods of programme volunteers (PVs) had improved as a result of
GATE-GEC CPD activities

GATE-GEC supported PVs through CPD activities to improve the quality teaching and the project
successfully met almost all related output targets. Beneficiaries and school stakeholders noted
changes such as PVs ability to identify and respond to the specific needs of students, increased
use of participatory teaching practices, and better time management and punctuality. PVs and
head teachers demonstrated a strong commitment and motivation to deliver quality teaching,
inclusive education, and improving the wellbeing of marginalised children, and CPD activities
helped to further improve teacher attitudes, particularly towards children with disabilities, by giving
them the tools and confidence to identify appropriate methods to support them.

Transition

The project was successful in maintaining high transition rates throughout its lifetime, with
beneficiaries expressing positive experiences of transition and an increased in proportion
of beneficiaries being promoted versus repeating a grade over time

The baseline found that GATE-GEC targeted students experienced similar transition pathways and
faced similar barriers to those of the control group. The midline evaluation found that transition
rates were high for both GATE-GEC students and control group students, although this may be
explained by the categorisation of repetition as a form of transition. The midline evaluation also
found that disability was not a barrier to transition within both intervention and control groups,
suggesting that the children with disabilities who are able to stay in school, are able to transition
similarly to their peers.

GATE-GEC Endline Evaluation Report 9
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The findings at endline further support the project’s progress in achieving strong transition rates.
Examining the progress of the original cohort of beneficiaries, of those who transitioned, the
proportion of students promoted to the next grade (as opposed to repeating) increased from 69
percent in 2017 to 76 percent in 2020. The longitudinal analysis also provides some insight on
transition by examining the beneficiaries who leave the project and are no longer tracked. Although
the reasons for this could include transition, drop-out, or moving schools or migrating to a different
region, those who left were more likely to be in JSS3, female, and a child without disability. This
suggests that a large reason for leaving the project is likely tied to the completion of JSS. The
project was additionally successful in supporting the return of children back to school following
school closures as part of STRP and MTRP efforts.

Beneficiaries highlighted both the instrumental and intrinsic value of transitioning through school
and on to further education, in terms of supporting future careers, life prospects and ability to
support families; as well as for the potential to increase their independence, self-belief and self-
worth. Most students had positive experiences of transition, and felt aspirational about continuing
to progress through school with the right support.

In some cases household context impacted the extent to which families were able or willing to
support students to attend school and ultimately transition. Beneficiaries from single-parent
families, or living with extended family, were generally more likely to highlight challenges with
family support. Children did not directly identify disability as a barrier to transition, but those with
disabilities were likely to experience barriers more acutely than those without a disability. For
example, distance to school was a barrier to attendance for many, but is likely to be more
pronounced for children with disabilities.

Community-level interventions built on existing positive attitudes towards education for
girls and vulnerable children to further provide communities with further knowledge,
awareness and skills to support children

At the community level, activities which supported community awareness included the introduction
of Community-Based Rehabilitation Volunteers (CBRVS) who supported families and sensitised the
community on issues relating to education and child protection, and scorecarding activities to
provide community members with opportunities to feed into school improvement plans.
Beneficiaries were positive about the level of community and family support they received and
cited this as an important factor which helped them to attend and stay in school. However,
community attitudes were not necessarily a change as a result of the project, as the baseline and
midline evaluations that found families were supportive even before the project. While the
necessary motivation existed previously, GATE-GEC provided additional means with which to send
children to school, and the knowledge, awareness and skills to support them while they are
learning, in particular for children with disabilities. In the relatively small number of cases where
family support was low or inconsistent, it appeared to be linked to household context, such as
beneficiaries living in single parent families, or with extended families or elderly relatives.

Support to address economic barriers provided by GATE-GEC was highly valued by both
beneficiaries and stakeholders, although also as a result of COVID-19, economic barriers
remain a large concern for beneficiaries

GATE-GEC Endline Evaluation Report 10
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The project sought to address barriers to attendance and transition through economic support.
Bursaries were intended to provide short-term support to families but the activity was discontinued
in 2018 in order to comply with the new government Free Quality School Education (FQSE) policy.
Village Savings and Loans Associations (VSLAS) were successfully capacitated and operational,
although COVID-19 affected the progress of VSLAs towards income generation at a pivotal
moment. The reinstatement of bursaries and the mobilisation of VSLAs were important to GATE-
GEC’s COVID-19 response at the community level.

Beneficiaries and stakeholders highlighted the value of GATE-GEC economic support to enable
attendance and transition, stating that it helped maintain the motivation for communities to send
children to school and helped reduce the burden on parents to provide the materials and support
needed. The baseline and midline evaluations found that communities already held positive
attitudes towards spending income for education prior to the start of the project; this continues to
be the case at endline. However, despite both the support provided by the project and the
government’s FQSE policy, economic challenges have been exacerbated by COVID-19 and
remain one of the most frequent barriers to transition identified by beneficiaries.

The strengthened community structures and work around accountability for child
protection contributed to the successful retention of the project’s cohort

The project drew on lessons learned from the Ebola crisis to include a focus on safeguarding and
well-being as part of GATE-GEC,; this served the foundation for an expanded approach to
safeguarding and well-being in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This included strengthening
protocols at the school and community (through VSLAs and CBRVSs) levels to support community-
based child protection and safeguarding, training to project stakeholders in Psychosocial First Aid
(PFA) and provision of Mental Health and Psychosocial Support (MPHSS) support, and setting up
girls clubs to build girls’ confidence and resilience. As a result, beneficiaries generally reported
feeling safe and were aware of to whom to speak and how to report concerns or challenges.
School stakeholders were more confident in their abilities to support students with safeguarding
issues and to apply a counselling approach to support individual students, working with them to
identify, and seek support to mitigate against, potential risks to their safety and well-being which
could lead to drop out. These activities supported a strong retention rate of students and re-
enrolment following schools reopening. However, it would be too soon to know the extent to which
these activities have had an impact on student learning and transition.

Sustainability

Disruptions to VSLA and livelihood activities pose the greatest threat to the sustainability of
impact at the community level

The evaluation found that positive attitudes towards the education of marginalised learners and a
high commitment from the community to support their learning. However, financial challenges
persisted. VSLA activities were designed as the key long-term mechanism to support the financial
sustainability for enrolment and attendance. The baseline evaluation in particular validated the
importance of VSLAs as a mechanism to support households to start or boost savings. The
importance of VSLAs was further underscored by the strong reception of activities at the
community level as well as by national stakeholders who emphasised that community ownership

GATE-GEC Endline Evaluation Report 1
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and buy-in was the most important means to support economic sustainability. However, while
VSLAs were successfully mobilised during the project, the disruption to VSLA and livelihoods
activities as a result of COVID-19 meant that this activity was never able to reach its full
conclusion.

At the school level, educators expressed strong commitment to professional development
and new pedagogical practices and a desire to continue with study groups

PVs expressed that they developed a strong commitment to their professional development and
gender-sensitive and inclusive pedagogical practices over the course of the project. GATE-GEC
training and support was particularly beneficial for PVs, many of whom do not hold teaching
qualifications and have received limited training opportunities prior to the project. PVs expressed a
commitment to and interest in pursuing further training and qualifications, which can have a wider
and lasting impact beyond the life of the project.

Similarly, school stakeholders (including PVs and head teachers) expressed a desire to continue
with study groups, either officially or unofficially, and hoped to extend the benefits to the wider
school through additionally study groups. However, there is still a risk to sustainability as study
groups require financial support for stipends for PVs and the provision of learning materials and
food for students in study groups.

The design and implementation of the MyBook tool offers an opportunity to mitigate the
effects of COVID-19 and protect against future school closures, though more research is
needed to understand its impact

Following school closures, the project designed the MyBook tool to be used directly by students for
in-person during study group and catch-up sessions and for homeworking for future school
closures. This provided opportunities for the project to support foundational skills for beneficiaries,
who had fallen behind prior to the pandemic as well as for all those who experienced a loss of
learning during the pandemic. Guidance and training was provided to PVs, NQFTs, and head
teachers to support students in distance learning (via telephone) and in study groups. While it is
too soon to know the impact of these activities, training was also provided using a ‘training of
trainers’ model to educators and government stakeholders to ensure that the programme can be
used more widely, offering protection against future periods of school closures.

Through strong government engagement, the success of the LA/ST model’s impact on
young women has the potential for systems adoption and scale

LA/STs played a unique role in the GATE-GEC project as both direct beneficiaries of the project
supported with learning, placements and material support and project support actors, who in turn
support teachers and beneficiaries in GATE-GEC schools. GATE-GEC built upon GEC-1’s
assistance to the first two cohorts of LA/STs (now newly-qualified female teachers, NQFTSs) by
supporting a third cohort, working with all three cohorts during COVID-19. The LA/ST model
appears to have had a demonstrable impact on the lives of those interviewed from Cohorts 1 and 2
(NQFTS), including in terms of improving the way that they perceived themselves, their standing in
communities, and their potential to be role models and influencers for marginalised children. They
reported that the assistance from the project enabled them to provide girls with guidance and
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support, and to influence life decisions. GATE-GEC undertook engagement efforts with the Ministry
of Basic and Senior Secondary Education (MBSSE), the Teaching Service Commission (TSC) and
Teacher Training Colleges (TTCs) to extend the LA/ST model beyond the scope of the project.

GATE-GEC’s engagement and alignment with education decision makers offers a strong
opportunity for sustainable impact at the systems-level for its inclusive education pilots,
the LA/ST model, and curriculum-aligned resources such as MyBook and CPD materials

At the systems level, the project increased its alignment and coherence with government priorities
and institutions, as well as other projects operating in the country. This was aided by the change of
government in 2018 and a new government focus on inclusive education and the recruitment of
female teachers. Activities aligned with government priorities include the supply of assistive
devices, the development of model schools, the use of itinerant teachers, and the LA/ST model.
Although the coverage of these activities has been limited within the implementation of GATE-
GEC, these have served as important demonstrator projects which has generated government
interest and serve as important models for possible future programming. Furthermore, CPD
modules, LA/ST programming, and the MyBook have been developed to align with government
curricula and in consultation with key stakeholders such as TSC and TTCs, which also supports
further government uptake of GATE-GEC developed materials. The outbreak of COVID-19 has
been a further impetus for government cooperation as part of the government’s emergency
response. The alignment is reflected in the project's STRP and MTPR activities, which included
regular attendance to the national-level pillar meetings and coordination at the national and district
levels with institutions such as TSC and with MBSSE leaders.

The increased engagement is evidenced by the stakeholder’s descriptions of alignment with
national and regional strategies and structures. As opposed to the findings at baseline, national
stakeholders expressed a commitment that for the GATE-GEC project to have a wider impact.
Hence, it was important for MBSSE and the TSC to find ways to integrate lessons learned from the
project into national teaching frameworks so that teachers can be further supported. Although is
too early to identify if these activities will be further adopted, the close coordination and discussion
with government stakeholders is promising.

Conclusions

Project design and adaptation

Looking at the design, implementation, and adaptation of GATE-GEC, the project successfully
learned lessons from the experience of GEC-1 and the outbreak of Ebola. These lessons informed
a strong focus on intersectionality, safeguarding and child protection. This differentiated it from
other education projects operating in Sierra Leone, providing a unique opportunity for stakeholder
engagement. The learnings from GEC-1 also influenced the project’s response to the outbreak of
COVID-19, ensuring that project adaptations were shaped by the needs of beneficiaries. With the
outbreak of COVID-19, the project was required to make a concerted decision to prioritise certain
interventions, with a focus on social protection and safety, well-being, and efforts to support
continuity of learning and a return to school. The project was able to implement these efforts
through its existing structures, such as emergency distribution of food, study materials, dignity kits
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through study group enrolment lists, and community awareness raising through CBRVs and
VSLAs, as well as catch up and school-based well-being initiatives through PVs and NQFTs. As a
result, livelihood grants and other efforts to promote the financial sustainability of activities, were
less relevant to deliver. Thus, financial sustainability remains an important persisting barrier for
beneficiary communities.

Learning

We found that the project met almost all the targets set at the output level involving CPD activities
and study groups to improve the quality of teaching and learning and school management and to
promote better inclusion in schools. Although it was not possible to measure changes in learning
outcomes at endline, the evaluation found strong evidence from beneficiaries, school stakeholders,
and monitoring data that the project contributed to a set of important preconditions to boost
learning for marginalised girls and children with disabilities. This, in turn, increased their confidence
in their own abilities, their sense of belonging, and the feeling that their needs were better
understood and recognised.

Transition

There is strong evidence that transition rates have remained consistently high throughout the
lifespan of the project. Additionally, the project was successful in supporting the return of children
back to school following school closures as part of STRP and MTRP efforts. The existing data did
not follow those who dropped out of the GATE-GEC project. Possible reasons for leaving the
project include transitioning, dropping out of schooling, moving schools or migrating, with the latter
being particularly difficult to trace following the effects of Ebola and COVID-19. However, analyses
of the profiles of the students prior to their departure revealed that the majority of those leaving the
project did so during or just after JSS3, suggesting that the completion of JSS was their main
reason.

Sustainability

The outbreak of COVID-19 and the necessitated project adaptations disrupted many of the
project’s planned efforts to support the sustainability of its activities and impacts. These activities
were intended to build on communities’ pre-existing positive attitudes towards supporting
marginalised girls and children with disabilities to attend and stay in school, through supporting the
sustainability of commitments to school fees and other school equipment. Similar efforts were also
intended at the school level to support the sustained implementation of study groups. However, it
appears that financial barriers persisted.

Despite this, the project made improvements to other sustainability mechanisms, notably through
strong and increased engagement with national stakeholders. The strongest likelihood for
sustainability appears to be for activities that were closely aligned with government priorities, such
as the pilots that supported inclusive education, the LA/ST model, and training modules aligned
with curricula, such as CPD, MyBook and the LA/ST learning materials. There was demonstrable
interest from government and national stakeholders to take up these activities. The evaluation was
not able to confirm if these activities will be adopted by the government but the project took key
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steps in the design and implementation of these activities to improve their potential for
sustainability.

There is strong evidence that the project has successfully targeted and reached children
with disabilities

Of the total population reached by the project, 3,227 students (23 percent) were children with
disabilities, as compared with a national average of 1.5 percent enrolled in schools. At endline,
there was strong evidence that improvements in knowledge and pedagogical practices for PVs
helped to shift the attitudes of PVs and head teachers on the need for individualised support and
the importance of and value of supporting children with disabilities to attend school and learn.

The project supported children with disabilities to attend and participate in schooling through the
provision of assistive devices, the construction of model schools and the engagement of itinerant
teachers. These interventions reached a relatively small proportion of the overall beneficiary
population over the project’s lifetime. Although implemented on a relatively small scale, these
interventions had an impact through their role as demonstrator projects, which helped to secure the
buy in of government and community members around the value of inclusion.

Based on the available MEL and evaluation data, it was not possible to determine the relevance of
the individualised support. Further data collection would be crucial to better understand whether
the needs of children with disabilities have been met by the project as well as to understand how
such needs might change.

There is strong evidence that the teaching practices and methods of programme volunteers
have improved as aresult of CPD activities, supporting longer-term changes to attitudes
towards and commitment to gender-sensitive and inclusive education

Beneficiaries and school stakeholders provided examples of improved teaching skills and practices
of PVs to support the individual and diverse needs of marginalised girls and children with
disabilities, with particular emphasis on gender-sensitive, inclusive and participatory pedagogical
practices. CPD training helped to improve attitudes of educators towards vulnerable learners, in
particular strong long-term commitment and motivation to support marginalised girls and children
with disabilities, to improve their learning and increase their feelings of belonging.

Educators demonstrated a strong drive to continue their professional development to support
marginalised children. This commitment could have wider impacts beyond the life of the
programme, provided that CPD activities continue in the future. Overall, the alignment of the
GATE-GEC CPD curriculum with national curricula offers opportunities for government uptake or
scale out of the training.

Study groups were a valued intervention to reach marginalised girls and children with
disabilities and offer a key mechanism to scale up individualised education practices

Throughout the project, study groups had high levels of attendance and attendees reported
perceived improvements in literacy and numeracy. Students emphasised the value of study groups
as not simply additional study time, but as positive learning spaces. Study groups created
opportunities for students to work more closely with peers and educators in smaller groups than in
regular classrooms. Students also expressed that in the small classes, they could ask for help,
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apply what they learned in class, and be able to catch up when falling behind, which served to
increase their confidence.

Students also valued the role of PVs in study groups, reporting that study groups were spaces in
which PVs helped students to feel included and supported and to participate equally in activities.
For PVs, study groups were opportunities to apply their CPD training. Study groups were identified
by PVs as an important mechanism which should be continued beyond the lifetime of the GATE-
GEC project.

While community engagement was strong throughout the project, economic barriers
beyond the project’s control remained an ongoing challenge

Efforts around safeguarding and child protection, especially after the outbreak of COVID-19, likely
contributed to the largely successful retention of programme’s cohort, with stakeholders being
more aware of child protection issues, actively addressing concerns and providing direct support to
beneficiaries. Overall, GATE-GEC households were found to be supportive of education and
learning of girls and children with disabilities; evidence from the baseline and midline evaluations
suggests that this was the case prior to the start of the GATE-GEC project. This was particularly
true for household commitment to prioritising the costs of education for girls and children with
disabilities.

While community engagement, particularly through VSLAs, was valued by households, with the
introduction of FQSE and the outbreak of COVID-19 the project was unable to fully implement its
planned interventions, such as livelihoods activities. At the close of the project, economic barriers,
largely beyond the project’s control, continued to be a challenge for many families and
beneficiaries. Future programming should pay particular attention these barriers and lessons
learned around them from GATE-GEC, in order to successfully improve learning opportunities for
marginalised learners.

Lessons and Recommendations

This final section of the endline evaluation reflects on the findings and conclusions from Objectives
1 and 2 to capture lessons and recommendations from the project. These are organised around
the support they can offer to the sustainability of GATE-GEC’s impact, as well as for future
programmes in Sierra Leone seeking to target learning outcomes for marginalised girls and
children with disabilities.

Strengthening the sustainability of GATE-GEC’s impact could be supported through expanding the
evidence base of its most promising activities. This includes:

1. Expanding the evidence base around the effectiveness of distance learning and catch-up
solutions introduced by GATE-GEC (such as MyBook), which could be used in emergency
settings and as part of non-emergency learning settings

2. Collating and mainstreaming the evidence and lessons learned on the LA/ST model across
GEC-1 and GATE-GEC to strengthen the theory of change around how this model supports
the development of a female teacher workforce and its impact on girls’ education
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Conducting and reframing the analysis of the LA/ST needs as learners, as well as in terms of
professional development needs, in order to build a model that supports learning for out-of-
school girls

Monitoring the needs of children with disabilities, at the school, community and learner levels,
for instance in terms of assistive devices, recognising that these needs can change over time

The momentum around project closure and its attention to project successes and impact could be
used to cement the governmental and institutional partners’ (such as MBSSE, TSC, and TTCs)
engagement to support the following activities:

5.

The inclusion of study groups in future programming to strengthen inclusion in Sierra Leonean
schools

The uptake of teacher training materials developed by GATE-GEC, capitalising on their
alignment with the curriculum and its goals

Scaling GATE-GEC’s work around CPD in terms of subject-specific training as well as training
for inclusion

Continuing to pilot the LA/ST model as a means to address the challenges of distance learning
and expanding inclusion of women in the teaching workforce, particularly in remote areas

Finally, the endline evaluation offers several lessons and recommendations for programme
implementers and donors on future programming on girls’ and inclusive education in Sierra Leone

to consider:

9. Tracking and monitoring the participations who leave the programme to further understand
transition and its barriers

10. A broader and whole-school approach to expand the range of beneficiaries and ensure a more
systemic change approach to equity and inclusion of vulnerable youth, including out of school
children in future interventions

11. Continually monitoring and addressing the persistent financial barriers to learning, which have
been demonstrated to be an on-going challenge to learners’ school attendance, retention and
transition as part of future interventions

12. Taking forward and emphasising the lessons learned from strengthening community
engagement in safeguarding and well-being during COVID-19 to national and international
stakeholders

13. Investing in capacity building and the development of tools that can capture learning progress

and teaching quality in a way that can also contribute to the evidence base of national
approaches to learning measurement. These can include development of comprehensive and
diverse tools to such as project-specific classroom observation methods, comprehensive and
formative assessment methods, methods that capture localised understandings of socio-
emotional learning, and training and coaching systems to make sure educators can feel
confident using these. By considering the use of assessment materials beyond the use of the
project monitoring and evaluation, this can contribute to wider and more sustainable systemic
learning.
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1 Introduction

Introduction to the assignment

In January 2021, Plan International United Kingdom (Plan) commissioned the National Foundation
for Educational Research (NFER) and the Institute for Development Sierra Leone (IfD) to
undertake the endline evaluation of the Girls’ Access to Education: Girls’ Education Challenge
(GATE-GEC) project in Sierra Leone. Funded through the Girls’ Education Challenge (GEC)
portfolio of the United Kingdom’s (UK) Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO),
GATE-GEC supports marginalised girls and children with disabilities across six districts in Sierra
Leone to attend school, reach their full learning potential, learn in a safe and inclusive school
environment, and successfully transition to further education and beyond.

This report presents the findings from the endline evaluation undertaken from January to July
2021, which aimed to:

1. Take stock of the GATE-GEC project (2017-2021) to examine the project’s design, adaptation,
and intended results achieved.

2. Document and trace the experiences of the vulnerable and marginalised beneficiary groups as
part of the GATE-GEC project, providing an understanding of their evolving needs, the drivers
and barriers to their learning, transition and well-being, and how the project has generated
change for them. This included an exploration of sub-groups, examining unique and
commonalities of experience, to understand how and why change has occurred for different
groups.

3. Capture lessons and recommendations from the project, particularly on how and how well it
adapted and responded to changing needs and contexts, the successes and failures with
regard to project design and implementation, and implications for sustainability.

Structure of the report
The structure of the report is as follows:

e Sections 2 and 3 summarise the context of the GATE-GEC project and its design and
subsequent adaptations (particularly in response to the outbreak of COVID-19).

e Section 4 outlines the evaluation design, including the evaluation approach, the research
questions that guided evaluation, and the methods applied for data collection. This section is
further supplemented by Annex A, which provides a detailed explanation of the evaluation
methodology, data collection, and analysis.

e Section 5 presents the key findings of the evaluation in support of addressing the evaluation’s
first objective. This section covers the following evaluation questions (EQS):

- EQ1. How and how well was the project designed and implemented?

- EQ2. How and how well did the project adapt its design and implementation to respond to
changing needs and contexts?

- EQ4. How and how well did the project include and support marginalised/vulnerable
groups, including children with disability?
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- EQ5. How and how well has the project responded to the evolution of project beneficiary
profiles and needs, particularly with regard to the effect of COVID-19 on retention and
dropout?

e Section 6 presents the key findings against the evaluation’s second objective. This section is
structured by the GATE-GEC project’s three key outcomes and the sections explore how the
project has generated change for its beneficiaries. This section covers the following EQs that
examine the project’s key outcomes:

- EQ6. How and how well has the project supported project beneficiaries to improve
learning outcomes through support to improve the quality and inclusiveness of teaching
and inclusiveness of the school environment?

- EQ7. How and how well has the project supported project beneficiaries to successfully
attend and/or return to school and ultimately transition, through support to beneficiary
well-being and for beneficiaries to feel safe and supported by their families, schools, and
communities?

- EQ8. How and how well has the project created positive and lasting change for
marginalised girls and children with disabilities and with what evidence?

Within each of these sections, examines a series of cross-cutting EQs:

- EQ3. To what degree did the project achieve its intended results, including differential
results across groups?

- EQ9. How and how well do the different project activities, outputs and intermediate
outcomes come together to generate outcomes for the beneficiary experience?

- EQ210. How and how well has the project addressed the major factors (drivers, enablers
and barriers) to achievement and sustainability of project outcomes for different project
beneficiary groups?

- EQ11. How and how well has the project contributed to higher level effects (social,
environmental or economic, both positive or negative and intended or unintended) and will
they be expected to continue beyond the project?

e Section 7 addresses the final objective of the evaluation and summarises the conclusions
from the evaluation and identifies lessons learned and our key recommendations.
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2 GATE-GEC Context

The GATE-GEC project aims to provide support to vulnerable girls and other marginalised learners
in Sierra Leone. The challenges of the context are high, as Sierra Leone is one the poorest
countries in the world. The Human Development Index (HDI) value for the country, composed of
life expectancy, expected and means years of schooling, and per capita income, was 0.452 in
2019. This places it in the low human development category, positioning it at 182" out of 189
countries considered. The country also experiences high levels of inequality. The index of gender
inequality (GlI), which can be interpreted as loss of human development, also places it in the
bottom ranking in the world at 155" out of 162 countries (UNDP, 2020).

As such, it has been shaped by its context as well as the emergencies which have occurred during
its duration. In the following sections, we offer a glimpse into the country’s context and some of the
challenges faced in recent years and outline the implications for its education system, and in
particular, for learning for the most vulnerable.

2.1 The aftermath of the civil war and recent health emergencies

Sierra Leone and its education system has faced a multitude of challenges in recent decades,
including recovery from conflict, natural disasters, and Ebola. These challenges have all impacted
the country’s education system, as well as the GEC projects in the country. The following sections
briefly summarise the past and current challenges, and provide a particular focus on girls and
learners with disability

The decade long civil war (1991-2002) in Sierra Leone left devastating impacts on the country’s
social and economic progress. Approximately 75,000 people were killed as a result of the conflict
and more than half the country’s population was displaced, either internally or externally (UNICEF,
2011). Much of the country’s infrastructure was destroyed during the war, including schools, which
left a shortage of resources and made the goal of universal basic education for all difficult to obtain.
Approximately 70 percent of children did not have access to school during the war leaving behind a
generation of school goers and further lessening the value of schooling within the community
(UNICEF, 2011). As a result of the conflict, schools in rural and remote areas faced severe
structural challenges in infrastructure, teacher availability, and resource accessibility, which affect
learning outcomes (Sengeh, 2020). The post-conflict negative effects on education where
compounded by more recent health emergencies summarized below.

2.1.1 Ebola crisis

The 2014 -16 Ebola outbreak in Sierra Leone was the most tragic one worldwide, with the country
being host to half of all cases. Strict social distancing rules were implemented as a result, including
village lockdowns and travel bans, as well as the closure of all primary and secondary schools
through the 2014-15 academic year (Bandiera et al, 2020). During the school closures, education
radio programmes were broadcasted five days a week in 30-minute sessions during the Ebola
crisis (Powers and Azzi-Huck, 2016).

Ebola took a devastating toll in the country, especially the most vulnerable groups, including youth,
and especially girls in rural areas, orphans and the poorest. In Sierra Leone, the two most infected
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age groups were 25-29 year-olds and 15-19 year-olds, while across West Africa, 20 percent of
Ebola cases occurred in children below the age of 15 (Smith, 2021). Ebola left 12,000 children
orphaned in the country and had a devastating impact on psychosocial wellbeing and health
(World Bank, 2021). A study conducted during the outbreak, in mid-2015, found that symptoms of
PTSD and anxiety-depression were common after one year of the outbreak, especially among
those with Ebola-related experiences (Jalloh, et al, 2018).

The epidemic resulted in huge losses of learning in the country, with the overall loss of learning
estimated at 780 hours per-pupil. In addition, during and after school closures many teachers’ roles
were diverted away from education towards disease control and/or social mobilisation (Hallgarten
et al, 2020). Vulnerable learners were also more likely to suffer the negative consequence in terms
of loss of educational opportunities. Approximately 4,530 more primary-age youth and 5,770 more
secondary-age youth in the bottom wealth quintile dropped out of school than would have been
expected pre-outbreak (Smith, 2021).

Moreover, girls from rural communities and those living in poverty are particularly at a higher risk of
dropping out of school before completing their education due to school closures during the
pandemic. These girls already struggle to access nearby schools and staying home increases the
risk of early/forced marriage and early pregnancy. During the Ebola outbreak, school closures are
thought to have played a key factor in a sharp rise in adolescent pregnancies with some parts of
Sierra Leone reporting a 65 percent increase (UNICEF, 2020a). After the Ebola crisis, even after
schools reopened, teenage girls found it harder to re-enrol due to their involvement in income
generation (enrolment rates fell by 16% in the most disrupted villages) (Bandiera, 2020).

2.1.2 The outbreak of COVID-19

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, all schools and educational institutions in Sierra Leone
closed at the end of March 2020. School closures disrupted the education of more than 2.6 million
children (UNICEF, 2020b). The country has been committed to using the lessons learned during
the Ebola crisis to address the current pandemic and its education challenges more effectively
(Sengeh, 2021).

In response to the pandemic, the Sierra Leone Ministry of Basic and Senior Secondary Education
(MBSSE) and its Teaching Service Commission (TSC) convened an Education Emergency Task
Force in April 2020 to revive the country's education radio programme for remote learning which
was used during the Ebola outbreak and mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on children and learning
(World Bank, 2021). Covering the curriculum effectively has been challenging due to limited
broadcast airtime availability and limited access to radio devices in households. Radio was
selected given the context of very limited internet penetration and low access to any other distance
learning solutions, including printed materials. The Education Emergency Task Force aims to
support coordination, response and planning during and after the pandemic through four strategic
pillars: (i) communications, (ii) continuous distance learning, (iii) school reopening readiness, and
(iv) operations, planning and policy (World Bank, 2020).

Taken together, the Ebola and COVID-19 outbreaks have exacerbated the burden of unpaid and
domestic work for women and girls who are more likely to be caregivers increasing their risk of
exposure to the virus and limiting their economic opportunities. As pregnant girls and adolescent
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mothers do not tend to return to school due to stigmas, economic considerations, and lack of
childcare, it is likely that COVID-19 will have detrimental effects on the education of girls.

The gendered impacts of COVID-19-related school closures, as seen during the Ebola crisis, will
inevitably have an adverse impact on educational attainments and increase gender-based violence
(GBYV). Studies of past disease outbreaks and other humanitarian crises have shown that without
targeted intervention, COVID-19 will increase risks of GBV against girls and hinder their social,
economic and educational development (UNICEF, 2020a).

2.2 Education landscape in Sierra Leone

Sierra Leone has made significant progress in education over the last decades. For instance, the
primary gross enrolment rate (GER) was at 144 percent in 2019 (MEST, 2018). Similarly,
secondary school enrolment increased to more than 50 percent for males and 100 percent for
females from 2010 to 2016 (World Bank, 2020). However, the country’s education system still
faces challenges in terms of quality and inclusion, compounded by the previously-described crises.
To illustrate, while school enrolment and access levels have improved, Sierra Leone continues to
struggle with retention and school completion. Although the primary completion rate was relatively
strong for the region at 64 percent in 2017 (the most recent internationally-submitted data year),
this number declined to 44 percent at the lower secondary level and even further to 19 percent at
the upper secondary level (UIS, 2021).

2.2.1 Education of the vulnerable learners

Poverty remains the most significant barrier to education in Sierra Leone. An estimated 36 percent
of households in the poorest wealth quintile have out-of-school children, as opposed to 6 percent in
affluent households. Additionally, hardly any poor rural girls (1 percent) or boys (2 percent) had
graduated from secondary school in 2017, compared to 32 percent of urban wealthy girls and 42
percent of urban wealthy boys, (UNESCO, 2020).

Girls’ education

The government of Sierra Leone has achieved gender parity in enrolment at the primary level.
However, the gender gap is widening at the secondary school levels, with lower levels of retention
of girls than boys due to issues related to inequality and poverty, including early pregnancy,
early/forced marriage, and sexual harassment. An estimated 41 percent of disadvantaged girls
have never attended school (World Bank, 2020). An estimated 61.8 percent of girls who drop out of
school cite early pregnancy, forced marriage, gender-based violence or sexual harassment as
reasons (World Bank, 2020).

Societal norms coupled with poverty and inequality, can also influence girls’ education access and
experience. However, education and especially women’s education also can, in turn, affect societal
norms. The prevalence of early marriage and childbirth is also high with UNICEF figures showing
30 percent of girls were married before the age of 18 and roughly 3 in 10 girls (30 percent) gave
birth before the age of 18 (UNICEF, 2020b). Once a girl is married or pregnant it is very difficult for
her to remain in school. Studies have shown that each additional year of secondary school reduces
the risk of child marriage by up to 10 percentage points, and that of early childbearing by 4
percentage points (World Bank, 2020). According to UNICEF, 86 percent of girls in Sierra Leone
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have been subjugated to the practice of Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) (UNICEF, 2020c). It is
widely practiced as part of an initiation ceremony to prepare girls for womanhood and marriage. A
study from 2020 found that children of mothers who had no formal education were more likely to
undergo FGM than those whose mothers were educated (Ameyaw et al., 2020).

Educational differences between boys and girls are smaller at the lower education levels and
persist more strongly at higher levels. There is little difference between completion rates of girls
and boys at the primary education level, with nearly 65 percent of girls (64.9) as compared to about
63 percent of boys (63.2) in 2017 (UIS, 2021). However, at lower secondary schools, completion
rates stood at 42 percent of girls compared to about 47 percent of boys (47.1 percent), while at the
upper secondary level about 15 (14.8) percent of girls completed in comparison to about 25 (24.6
percent) percent of boys (UIS, 2021). Across all education level, richer and urban children,
especially girls, were more likely to graduate than poorer and rural ones.

Children with disabilities

Similarly, children with disabilities face large barriers to education. In general, disability status,
including different levels of physical or intellectual disability, is negatively correlated with
educational outcomes (World Bank, 2020). Children with disabilities are often denied the right to
education. Although there is no representative national data on their completion rates, available
evidence, also from other countries in the region, shows that children with disabilities are less likely
to attend and complete schools than those without disability (UNESCO, 2020). In line with regional
trends, poor, rural girls with disability are among the most disadvantaged in the country (UNESCO,
2020).

There is little representative data on persons with disabilities in Sierra Leone, which makes it
difficult to make national-level conclusions about their educational outcomes®. However, the 2017
Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) found that 23 percent of children aged 5 to 17 had at least
one functional difficulty (SSL, 2018). In the mobility domain, walking difficulties affected 3 percent
of children in Sierra Leone. Across MICS countries, cognitive and psycho-emotional difficulties
were far more common, especially in conflict and post-conflict settings like in Sierra Leone, where
9 percent of children and adolescents were depressed (UNESCO, 2020). Although children with
functional difficulties can be found in schools in Sierra Leone, the survey found that children with
hearing or seeing difficulties had the lowest school attendance rates at 50 percent and 60 percent
respectively (SSL, 2018).

According to the 2019 Annual School Census (ASC), approximately 15 percent of school aged
children present a disability, however 1.5 percent of children with disabilities are enrolled in school
(ASC, 2019). This indicates that a large portion of children with disabilities do not attend school.

5 The lack of representative, national data on disability levels makes comparisons of educational outcomes
between groups difficult. In addition, there are measurement issues to do with available data, which make
comparisons difficult, such as when age groups distinctions in the available data do not align with those for
educational outcomes. To illustrate, MICS different disability measures for children under 5 years old, those
aged 5 to 17 years old, and individuals aged 18 and above. Disability prevalence falls from 16.6 percent
among 17-year-olds to 0.3 percent among 18-year-olds in Sierra Leone, while the lower secondary
education completion rate is defined for ages 17 to 19 (UNESCO, 2020).
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Nationwide, children with disabilities are generally not catered for on the bus service, making it
difficult for them to access schools (Sengeh, 2020). Barriers to inclusion for students with
disabilities include issues related to physical mobility and transport but are also crucially related to
a lack of inclusive teaching practices, suitable curricula and continued discriminatory prejudice and
stigma (UNESCO, 2020).

2.2.2 Teaching and learning environment

Even when students are enrolled and remain in school, evidence indicates low levels of learning,
with FCDO’s Leh Wi Lan secondary program calculating an average student-teacher contact time
of only 2 hours per day at the secondary level. Low levels of student-teacher contact are a result of
overpopulated classrooms and a shortage of teachers. The situation is further exacerbated by
teacher shortages and inefficient teacher deployment. This is particularly apparent at early years of
primary, where the student-teacher ratio is high and the teachers at this level are more likely to
have no qualifications or lower qualifications, than at other levels (Mackintosh et al., 2020). The
allocation of teachers to schools is not commensurate with the needs of each school particularly in
rural areas. This misallocation has resulted in wide variations in the pupil-qualified teacher ratios
(PQTRs) ranging from 30:1 in Western Area Urban to 84:1 in Pujehun (Wright, 2018). On average,
according to 2019 data from UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), the national PQTR at primary
level was 58.3. In general, less than two-thirds (63.7 percent) of primary teachers in Sierra Leone
had the minimum required qualifications (UIS, 2021).

These factors have all contributed to poor learning outcomes demonstrated by the fact that an
average student will have completed 8.9 years of schooling by the age of 18. When taking into
account the quality of learning, those 8.9 years equate to just 4.5 years of quality instruction (World
Bank, 2020b). A recent study of the Teacher Training Colleges (TTCs) has shown that without
additional actions the supply of teachers will not be enough to meet the needs of a fully qualified
workforce by 2023. In particular, the supply of specialised teachers in mathematics and science will
likely never be enough to meet the needs at secondary level (Mackintosh et al., 2020).

Consistent with international trends, the distribution of female teachers across sub-sectors is
heavily skewed towards pre-primary grades, which are lower paid if compensated at all. The
absence of female teachers at higher grades can also negatively impact students due to the lack of
inspiring female role models. Research found that female teachers can inspire girls to pursue
higher levels of education (UNESCO, 2020).

The challenge of providing qualified workforce is much bigger in rural communities than in urban
ones. With 28 percent of the current teaching workforce being female, Sierra Leone ranks as
having the 6th lowest share of female teachers in the world. (Mackintosh et al., 2020). On average,
according to 2019 data, in Sierra Leone about one in three teachers were female at primary school
level (29.9 percent) but almost all at the pre-primary level (99.4 percent). At secondary school level
the proportion of female teachers was much lower, only about eight percent (8.3 percent) of upper
secondary teachers were female in 2019 and fewer than 16 percent (15.9 percent) at lower
secondary level (UIS, 2021).The gender disparity in the workforce and teacher training pipeline
suggests that there is an issue in attracting females to join the teaching profession. It is also likely
reflective of the lower education attainment of girls, as compared to boys (UNESCO, 2020).
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2.3 Education Reform

Despite the challenges, the Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL) has made significant strides in
expanding access to education for both primary and secondary students. In 2018 the GoSL
asserted its commitment to free basic education by committing 21 percent of its annual expenditure
to education and the introduction of the ‘Free Quality School Education ’(FQSE) initiative
(UNICEF, 2021). The programme aims to make education school fee-free from pre-primary to
senior secondary school. School feeding and free textbooks were also prioritised. Another aim of
FQSE was to promote community awareness and anti-stigma campaigns on the capacities and
rights of persons with disabilities (UNICEF, 2021). By 2020, approximately 2.6 million children and
youth, about 37 percent of Sierra Leone’s population, directly benefited from the programme
(Sengeh, 2020). However, the ambitious five-year programme has been estimated to have a
funding gap of between US$3 billion and US$6 billion (World Bank, 2020).

Additionally, the government has made steps to address the issue of the unpaid and unqualified
teaching workforce. In the past, the Ministry of Finance has struggled with delayed or incomplete
disbursements to local councils, negatively affecting the quality of schooling (EPG, 2020). Budget
deficits meant that 39 percent of teachers in 2018 were on the government payroll, leaving the
majority of Sierra Leone’s teachers working as unpaid volunteers. Not receiving a salary
significantly reduces teacher motivation and increases the likelihood of absenteeism. However,
Teaching Service Commission (TSC), which is mandated with the management of teacher affairs
to improve their professional status and economic well-being, issued a new policy on teacher
development and performance, which was approved by the Sierra Leone’s cabinet in July 2020.
The policy covers teachers on and off government payroll and talks explicitly about addressing
payroll issues and that all teachers have access to professional development opportunities, which
are recognized by either additional payment or reduction in teaching hours (TSC, 2020).

Moreover, the World Bank is funding a project on ‘Physical Improvements to the Learning
Environment’, which aims to support the construction, maintenance, and renovation of primary
schools and junior secondary schools identified using ASC data, school catchment area planning,
and information collected through site visits. The project will finance the construction of
approximately 800 classrooms (300 primary and 500 junior secondary) to meet the immediate
infrastructure needs (UNICEF, 2021).

The most recent Education Sector Plan for 2018-2020 focuses on improving quality of education
and specifically addresses girls and children with disabilities. One of the biggest policy changes in
favour of girls’ education that led to a spike in enrolment was the 2020 overturn to the policy that
previously banned pregnant girls from attending school. Additionally, the 2021 National Policy on
Radical Inclusion in Schools places a priority on building a more inclusive learning environment.
The GoSL hopes to create opportunities for vulnerable learners, such as poor girls, to pursue
education through grants, scholarship and community support programmes (Sengeh, 2021). The
policy aims actively enable learners from marginalised and excluded groups to enter and remain in
school until completion. It notes the Sierra Leone’s MBSSE has a ‘duty to put mechanisms in place
to enhance the capacity of mainstream schools to respond to the varying learning needs of diverse
children’ (MBSSE, 2021).
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3 GATE-GEC Design

3.1 GATE-GEC overview and structure

GATE-GEC was launched as part of the Transition Window of the GEC programme in April 2017,
running for four years with a planned closure date of July 2021. The project built on the progress
made by its predecessor programme under GEC-1, which operated from 2013 to 2016. Operating
in six districts (Kailahun, Karene, Kenema, Kono, Moyamba and Port Loko), GATE-GEC aimed to
provide marginalised girls and children with disabilities with better opportunities to ensure they
learn and transition from primary to secondary education and beyond in a sustainable way. This
was pursued through a holistic project approach that targeted not only the children themselves, but
also their learning environments, homes and communities, and the related government and policy
contexts. In doing so, GATE-GEC sets out to address issues around low education quality, social
norms and economic hardship.

GATE-GEC was a consortium project, delivered, managed and coordinated by Plan in association
with Humanity and Inclusion (HI), ActionAid (AA) and the Open University (OU). The consortium
continued the collaboration from the GEC-1 project, with the exception of Action Aid who has
replaced the International Rescue Committee as a project partner at the beginning of GATE-GEC.
The consortium originally included the Forum for African Women Educationalists (FAWE) who
supported OU on the implementation of the Learning Assistant (LA) / Student Teacher (ST)
component, but have subsequently left the consortium in the third year of implementation. Their
responsibilities have been taken up by the Plan Sierra Leone office. Each of the four consortium
members have teams based in the UK, with HI, AA and Plan operating through country offices
located in Sierra Leone.

Plan was responsible for the overall project management through both the UK-based team and a
dedicated hub team based in Freetown, Sierra Leone. Each consortium member was responsible
for leading on specialised thematic responsibilities below. The responsibility for project delivery
(including coordination of day-to-day activities and monitoring) in each district was divided amongst
each of the consortium partners. The division of both the thematic and district responsibilities is
outlined in Table 3.1 below.

Table 3.1 GATE-GEC roles and responsibilities

Consortium Thematic areas District responsibility

partner

Plan Overall project management and oversight of the Port Loko, Karene,
development of the teaching and learning
approaches with OU

AA Focus on economic empowerment Kono, Moyamba
HI Focus on disability and inclusive education Kenema, Kailahun
ou Design of and support to LA/ST model (with N/A

implementation support provided by the Plan Sierra
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Leone office); development of Medium-Term
Response Plan (MTRP) teaching and learning
approaches, including the design of MyBook used at
PS and JSS and training on distance education and
study group catch up curriculum adaptation.

The project also works closely with key district- and national-level stakeholders, including the
MBSSE, the Ministry of Social Welfare (MSW), the Ministry of Gender and Children’s Affairs
(MGCA), the TSC, the Sierra Leone Union of Disability Issues, TTCs, intervention schools
clustered regionally, as well as district and community authorities.

3.2 Project design and adaptation

The design of GATE-GEC was informed by both the original design of the GEC-1 project as well as
the subsequent changes to the project in response to the outbreak of Ebola in 2014. GATE-GEC
was designed to work with the same target areas (districts, schools,) as its predecessor to continue
further improve beneficiaries’ learning and transition outcomes during the period 2017-2021.

The programme targeted children and their learning environments, homes and communities, and
systems and policy contexts, through an intersectional approach to targeting multiple issues of
marginalisation. This approach was designed in response to learnings from GEC-1 on the
importance of not only supporting vulnerable populations (in particular, marginalised girls), but also
to ensure the inclusion of new and indirect beneficiaries, such as boys. This approach utilised a
number of different activities targeting these levels, some of which have been carried over from
GEC-1 as well as the introduction of new interventions. Further details on the project’s activities
can be found in Section 3.4 as well as in the Project Map (Annex B).

Figure 3.1 Project timelines
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Through the lifetime of the project, policy and government changes, lessons learned and
recommendations, as well as external factors have necessitated project adaptation. A short project
hiatus was experienced at the start of GATE-GEC in 2017 while the project re-established relations
with the GoSL. A new government was elected in 2018 and introduced new policies such as the
FQSE, rendering redundant the distribution of bursaries as part of programme activities. Further
programme reflections and adaptations were prompted by the previous evaluation
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recommendations, with the adaptations in response to the midline evaluation due to start in early
2020.

The global outbreak of COVID-19 and the subsequent closure of schools in Sierra Leone
beginning 31 March 2020 provided a further impetus for project adaptation. School closures and
increased restrictions to movement hampered the project’s ability to implement activities as
planned. A Short-Term Response Plan (STRP) was developed to initially cover April to August
2020, which included a Rapid Education Needs Assessment (ENA) exercise conducted in May
2020, the development of a remote learning pilot, and a series of sensitisation activities for
communities within the catchment areas of project target schools.

A further set of activities was articulated in the form of the MTRP, which covered implementation
from September 2020 until the close of the project in July 2021. GATE-GEC’s MTRP project
activities were developed both in response to recommendations from the midline evaluation, as
well the context-specific COVID-19 challenges in Sierra Leone, which were informed by the
project’s previous experience with Ebola in GEC-1 and the ENA exercise. In addition to both
adaptations and shifts in project activities as part of the MTRP, the project also expanded its reach
by targeting an expanded cohort of beneficiaries. This is explained further in Section 3.3 below and
in Section 5.2.

3.3 Target beneficiary population

The target beneficiary population of GATE-GEC built on the cohort of supported beneficiaries from
GEC-1 (‘original cohort’)® which included marginalised girls at the JSS level and children (both girls
and boys) with disabilities at the PS level. The original GEC-1 selection criteria identified three
groups of the most marginalised children in the project context: children in rural locations, children
who are orphaned, and children with disabilities. The following detailed selection criteria was used
by community selection committees to select beneficiaries within nominated GEC-1 schools:

e  Girls between the ages of 10 and 20;

e  Girls living in single-parent homes;

e  Girls who are mothers;

e Drop-outs from poor families;

e Girls affected by cultural and traditional barriers;

e  Girls living on their own with no reliable financial support;

e  Survivors of rape;

e Orphaned girls (deceased mother/father or mother and father, or unknown);

e Girls who have at least one parent with a disability;

6 The term ‘beneficiary’ designates children who were the intended primary receivers of direct project activities.
As such, the term here does not include other people targeted by the wider set of interventions (e.g., different
types of educators, volunteers, parents/caregivers) or other children that may have had some degree of
exposure to or benefit from any given aspect of the project.
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e Girlsin the care of low-income or unemployed homes; and
e  Children with disabilities.”

The GATE-GEC project has undertaken an important effort to understand their project population
through the annual reverification exercise, conducted at the start of each school year and designed
to capture updated information about project beneficiaries who have returned to school (and
therefore participated in the project). This exercise was aided by the use of unique ID cards for
beneficiaries, to track the respondents’ participation in monitoring activities throughout the project.

In response to the outbreak of COVID-19 and the change in project concerns and activities, the
GATE-GEC project made a concerted decision to expand the population of beneficiaries reached
through the MTRP activities. This ‘extended cohort’ of beneficiaries includes both the original
cohort of supported and tracked beneficiaries as well as additional ‘MTRP’ beneficiaries who have
been participating in and benefitting from project’s holistic approach since the start of the project,
but were not being tracked. The whole of the extended cohort was captured as part of the latest
reverification survey which took place in October 2020.

A detailed disaggregation and analysis of the beneficiary population, including subgroups is
presented in Section 5, which explores the population reached by the project.

3.4 Towards an overarching GATE-GEC theory of change

As part of the Inception Phase of our evaluation, we articulated an overarching TOC in order to
develop a theory-based approach to assess the project’s design, adaptation, implementation and
results achieved. In this section, we describe how the GATE-GEC’s theory of change (TOC) has
evolved over time, beginning first with the TOC as set out in the project’s proposal from 2016, as
the project evolved during its implementation, and finally, as part of the TOC that described the
project’s adaptations as part of the MTRP (2020). Table 3.2 provides a high level description of the
features of the TOCs across these three phases. Versions of the original and MTRP TOCs can be
found in Annex C.

Figure 3.2 Summary of the features of GATE-GEC’s theories of change®

Original Design Mid-term MTRP
Improved learning
outcomes in
literacy and
T — 1 Improved literacy numeracy for Learning

and numeracy skills marginalised girls
supported by GEC
(with sub-indicator
for boys with

7 The criteria for defining a child with disabilities as applied in GEC-1 differs slightly from the now GEC
programme-wide use of the Washington Group Short Set of questions, resulting in a slight discrepancy in
numbers, depending on which definitions are applied.

8 These features of the TOC are taken from the original project TOC from the proposal, the project logframe
updated at midline, and the TOC from the MTRP.
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Intermediate
Outcome

Original Design

Completion of
current cycle of
education and
transition to next by
targeted girls and
children with
disabilities9

Community and
stakeholders value
and allocate
resources to
education girls and
children with
disabilities

Increased
attendance rates of
targeted girls and
children with
disabilities
Improvement of
effective teaching
practices of
targeted teaching
staff to improve
learning outcomes
in literacy and
numeracy for girls
and children with
disabilities
Greater self-esteem
and confidence of
girls and children
with disabilities to
participate in their
education, and
make choices
around their
transition

Mid-term
disabilities where
reported)

More marginalised
girls transition
through key stages
of education,
training or
employment

Project
demonstrates that
the changes it has
brought about
which increase
learning and
transition through
education cycles
are sustainable
Improved
attendance of the
GEC cohort in
schools throughout
the life of the
project

Improved
knowledge and
demonstration of
inclusive education
and gender
sensitive learning
centred teaching in
literacy and
numeracy

Improved sense of
self-esteem,
confidence and
agency amongst
marginalised girls
and children with
disabilities in
relation to their
education

MTRP

Transition

Sustainability

Targeted marginalised
girls and children with
disabilities return to
school and regularly
attend school classes

Teachers/schools provide
effective teaching
practices and
differentiated learning
support to marginalised
learners

Marginalised girls and
children with disabilities
are safer and more
supported by their
schools and communities

9 Transition includes six alternatives: progress from one grade to another; progress from PS to JSS; progress
from JSS to SSS; repeat a grade; enrol in alternative education programmes; or engage in formal
employment (above a certain age).
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Output

Mid-term
(including feeling
safe and secure)
Improved
economic
empowerment at
the household
level to cover
educational costs
Improved attitudes
and perceptions of
communities and
government
officials around
girls access and
inclusive education
Marginalised girls and children with
disabilities and their parents/caregivers are
provided support for beneficiaries to attend
and learn through PSS to JSS and JSS to
post-JSS

Original Design

Increased
economic
empowerment of
targeted beneficiary
households/families

Consistent level of
shared learning,
collaboration and
influence around
girls and children
with disabilities

Increased number of skilled PVs, LAs and
STs (who support the cohort beneficiaries)
to improve learning of marginalised girls
and children with disabilities

Marginalised girls and children with
disabilities are support to learn in a safe
and inclusive learning environment

Programme evidence and learning is
shared with key educational decision
makers and actors to influence the Sierra
Leonean Education sector

MTRP

N/A

Consistent level of
shared learning,
collaboration, influence
and advocacy around
inclusive, gender
responsive education
policies

Marginalised girls and
children with disabilities
are provided support to
enable the transition back
into education

Educators receive
materials, training,
continuous professional
development (CPD),
coaching and supportive
supervision to equip them
in providing quality
learning support to girls
and children with
disabilities

Girls are able to learn in a
safer and more
supportive environment;
while communities are
engaged and mobilized to
offer a more supportive
and protective
environment for girls
Programme evidence and
learning is shared with
key decision makers and
actors to influence the
Sierra Leonean and wider
Education sector; and
promote opportunities for
marginalised learners
and girls
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The original TOC of GATE-GEC posits that if: attendance rates are increased; teaching and
learning is more effective for all students; beneficiaries have greater self-esteem and agency;
households have greater economic capacity; and the consortium has increased capacity to
collaborate with and influence nationally and internationally with and on behalf of girls and children
with disabilities in Sierra Leone, then girls and children with disabilities will achieve sustained,
improved learning outcomes and transition from primary school to JSS and from JSS to post-JSS
options.

Both the baseline and midline evaluations of GATE-GEC found that the underpinning TOC of the
project is valid. Focusing on the barriers identified by the GATE-GEC project and the interventions
targeting those barriers, the baseline evaluation found the project theory to be robust. This was
similarly echoed by the midline evaluation, which found that the project activities were
appropriately designed to address the barriers underpinning the TOC assumptions.

As Table 3.2 demonstrates, with subsequent project evolution, the project’s three areas of focus
(outcomes) have remained intact throughout the project’s lifespan. These domains are an integral
part of the GEC programme and all GEC projects are required to use the three outcomes of
learning, transition and sustainability as a framework.

Contributing to these outcomes, the original design of the project has articulated four distinct
outputs and five intermediate outcomes. The MTRP identified four outputs and four intermediate
outcomes, the notable change from the original design being the omission of an intermediate
outcome on increased economic empowerment of targeted beneficiary households/families.
Looking across the lifespan of the project, we can summarise the project’s activities into
mechanisms, according to the intermediate outcomes and outputs to which they contribute, as
explored in the sections below. A summary of the project’s activities can be found in Table 3.3
below; this is further supplemented by the Project Map (Annex B), which provides further details on
the project’s activities and interventions.

Intermediate Outcome 1, 4 and Output 1

This mechanism was based on the assumptions that student absences are due to poverty or a lack
of materials and that higher rates of attendance leads to higher enrolment and improved learning
outcomes. In both the original TOC and the MTRP TOC, this mechanism worked by providing
targeted marginalised girls and children with disabilities and their families with material and
financial support to help ensure that they were able to attend, or in the case of the MTPR, return or
re-enrol back into, school. The intermediate outcome in both cases focused on attendance and
enrolment rates of the GEC cohort beneficiaries, while outputs focused on the types of support that
the project theorises to support attendance and re-enrolment.

Intermediate Outcome 2 and Output 2

The assumptions embedded within this set of activities are that teaching staff and school
management lack knowledge of inclusive teaching methods to support quality education for
marginalised girls and children with disabilities and that structured pedagogy has the greatest
impact on learning outcomes.
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As with the first mechanisms, there was strong continuity in this mechanism from the original
design into the MTRP. Across its lifespan, the project sought to support a set of targeted educators
with a range of support and training, including on disability-inclusive, gender-sensitive pedagogies,
behaviour management, safeguarding and child protection, and in literacy and numeracy, in order
to provide quality learning support to and a conducive learning environment for project
beneficiaries. This includes through the training of PVs and head teachers as well as through the
recruitment and development of a female teacher workforce as part of the LA/ST model. The
relevant intermediate outcome evolved slightly throughout the project with regards to providing
refinement of type of expected teaching practices (from effective teaching practices, to inclusive
education and gender sensitive learning centred teaching in literacy and numeracy) as well as how
it would be measured (through improved knowledge and demonstration of practices). In the MTPR,
this intermediate outcome was streamlined to focus on providing training of PVs for distance and
catch-up programming and utilising STs to provide additional support to female students.

The outputs contributing to these intermediate outcomes focus on increasing the number of skilled
educators who are able to provide support to beneficiaries, through the provision of materials,
training, CPD, coaching, and supportive supervision. Although the language shifts from the original
design to the MTRP, both these outputs are related although the focus at MTRP suggests greater
attention to the material support provided whereas otherwise, the output was focused on the
effectiveness of the support provision.

Intermediate Outcome 3 and Output 3

There are two important embedded assumptions within this group of activities. The first assumes
that facilitating beneficiaries to participate in decision-making and improving the school
environment leads to improvements in their self-esteem and confidence to engage in and make
decisions on their education. Conversely, the second assumption is that cultural norms and
attitudes towards marginalised girls and children with disabilities, including stigmatisation, early
marriage, and pregnancy, lead to lower educational outcomes and are barriers to transition.

Therefore, these activities applied a two-fold approach to supporting marginalised girls and
children with disabilities to improve their self-esteem, confidence, agency and security by
supporting their well-being and by creating a safer and more inclusive learning environment. There
was a subtle shift in the intermediate outcome, originally focusing on the self-esteem and
confidence of beneficiaries but expanded the focus on safety and security as part of the MTRP.
Along with this shift, the output moved from a focus on the targeting the learning environment
alone to support beneficiaries to targeting both the learning environment and communities.

Intermediate Outcome 5 and Output 4

The final group of activities are organised into a cross-cutting mechanism that supports the
sustainability of project intermediate outcomes and outcomes through engagement with key
decision makers and actors in the Sierra Leonean education sector. This final mechanism targets
activities at the policy and programme level in order to contribute to the overall sustainability
outcome. These activities are much more distinct from those in the other three mechanisms, given
that they are targeted towards partnerships, collaboration, influence and learning with key
stakeholders in the Sierra Leonean education sector, often at national level. As with the previous
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mechanism, the activities related to this appear to have become much more targeted and explicit
as part of the MTRP, where the focus has become maintaining rapid collaboration and developing
coherence with government policy and other programmes with regard to the COVID-19 response.
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Table 3.2

Summary of GATE-GEC Interventions

Description of Intervention

Roll-out
Dates

Contribution to
Intermediate

Contribution
to Outcomes

Output 1

Output 1

Output 1

Output 1

Output 1

Community

Community

Community

Community

School

Establishing Village Savings and
Loan Associations (VSLA) groups
provided with livelihood grants to
help caregivers support children’s
education costs.

Distribution of bursaries to pupils.
Activity discontinued soon after
initial deployment with the start of
FQSE in 2018 at the rest of the
GoSL.

Distribution of assistive devices,
learning aids and/or
individualised medical treatments
to support children with
disabilities

Provision of community-level
sensitisation on inclusive
education by community-based
rehabilitation volunteers
(CBRVS).

Provision of study groups
(tutorials) in literacy and
numeracy by GATE-GEC trained
teachers (PVs).

Through the MTRP, provision of
extra cash grants, launch of
income generating activities, and
VSLA members’
sensitisation/training in supporting
beneficiaries, including positive
parenting sessions.

Through the MTRP, bursary
distribution was reinstated to
mitigate economic impacts of the
pandemic.

Further roll-out was completed
during MTRP.

Through the MTRP, CBRVs
supported community messaging
around school-returning and
mental health and psychosocial
support (MHPSS).

Through the MTRP, study groups
benefitted from new teaching and
learning materials and in-class
support by Newly Qualified Female
Teachers (NQFTS).

Apr 2019 —
Jul 2021

Jun 2018 —
Jan 2019;
Mar 2020 —
Jul 2021

Oct 2018 —
Jul 2021

Jul 2017 -
Jul 2021

Oct 2017 —
Mar 2020;
Nov 2020 —
Jul 2021

Outcomes
Intermediate
Outcome 1
Intermediate
Outcome 4

Intermediate
Outcome 1

Intermediate
Outcome 1
Intermediate
Outcome 3

Intermediate
Outcome 5

Intermediate
Outcome 2
Intermediate
Outcome 3

Learning,
Transition and
Sustainability

Learning and
Transition

Learning and
Transition

Sustainability

Learning and
Transition
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Level

Description of Intervention

Roll-out
Dates

Contribution to

Intermediate

Contribution
to Outcomes

Output 1

Output 1

Output 1

Output 2

Output 2

School

Community
School

Community

School

School

Provision of capacity building for
better school management to
head teachers (HTs), School
Management Committees
(SMCs) (PS) and Boards of
Governors (BOGS) (JSS).
Yearly back to school
sensitisation, including school
and community visits.

Distribution of dignity kits to girls
and food rations to households.
Provision of Continuing
Professional Development (CPD)
to PVs and Head teachers (HTSs)
to run study groups. Themes
include subject-specific topics,
inclusive and gender-sensitive
pedagogies, classroom
management, etc. This also
includes the development of
learning circles at the school-
cluster level.

Support to young women in rural
areas to access a pathway to the
teaching profession that includes
multiyear learning activities in
collaboration with TTCs and work
placements in primary schools.
These women are called LAs,

Through the MTRP, includes
preparations for safe school
reopening in consideration of the
COVID-19 context.

MTRP only.

Through the MTRP, CPD was
expanded to reach, PVs, NQFTs
and additional teachers, with new
teaching and learning materials
and training for both in-school and
distance learning support.
Learning circles were resumed
upon school re-opening in 2020.

Through the MTRP, they received
material support and NQFTs
helped deliver study groups and
Girls’ Clubs (see below).

Jan 2019 -
Mar 2020

Yearly
(2018 —
2020)

Jan 2021 —
Jun 2021
Oct 2017 —
Jul 2021

Oct 2017 —
Jul 2021

Outcomes
Intermediate
Outcome 2

Intermediate
Outcome 1

Intermediate
Outcome 1
Intermediate
Outcome 1
Intermediate
Outcome 2
Intermediate
Outcome 3

Intermediate
Outcome 1

Learning and
Sustainability

Learning and
Transition

Learning
Learning,

Transition and
Sustainability

Learning and
Transition
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Level

Description of Intervention

Roll-out
Dates

Contribution to
Intermediate

Contribution
to Outcomes

Output 2

Output 2

Output 3

OQutput 3

School

School

Community
School

School

STs, or NQFTs depending on the
training or completion phase they
are in.

Support to CWD from itinerant
teachers (ITs) through the
implementation of individual
education plans (IEPs) with
further support from teachers,
CBRVs, and families.

Support to catch-up and remote
education through distance
learning materials (MyBook) and
telephone-based follow-up (for
beneficiaries) and CPD in
distance education (for project
educators).

Roll-out of scorecards and
suggestion boxes in JSS as a
feedback and accountability
system for school and child
protection improvements.

Setting up accessible model
schools with improved inclusive
infrastructure, support by CBRVs,
and teacher training.

Through the MTRP, ITs supported
PVs, CBRVs and NQFTSs to
engage with CWD’s education and
supported mental health
interventions.

MTRP only.

Suggestion boxes were moved to
the communities during the period
of school closure. Upon schools re-
opening, boxes were once again
moved back to schools.
Scorecarding ceased in March
2020.

Further roll-out.

Jul 2018 -
Jul 2021

Apr 2020 —
Jul 2021

Jul 2018 -
Mar 2020
(scorecardi
ng); Jul
2021
(suggestion
boxes)

Dec 2018 —
Apr 2021

Outcomes

Intermediate
Outcome 2

Immediate
Outcome 2

Intermediate
Outcome 1
Intermediate
Outcome 3

Intermediate
Outcome 1
Intermediate
Outcome 3

Learning,
Transition and
Sustainability

Learning and
Transition

Learning and
Sustainability

Learning,
Transition and
Sustainability
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Level

Description of Intervention

Roll-out
Dates

Contribution to

Intermediate

Contribution
to Outcomes

Output 3

Output 3

Output 3

Output 4

Output 4

Output 4

Community

Community

School

System

System

System

Provision of mental health and
psychosocial support (MHPSS)
by community-level focal points, a
hotline and referral pathways.
Airing radio messages in
communities to help address
beneficiaries’ increased
vulnerability.

Provision of Girls’ Clubs in PS to
address beneficiaries’ well-being
and safety concerns.
Collaboration and influence
around inclusive education with
ministries and in the National
Steering Committee.
Engagement and joint monitoring
of activities with national- and
district-level governments.

Coordination with other aid
programmes and the Teaching
Service Commission (TSC).

MTRP.

MTRP.

MTRP.

Continued through the MTRP.

Continued through the MTRP,
including via the Education in
Emergencies Task Force

Continued through the MTRP,
including for distance and
accelerated learning and protection
interventions.

Oct 2020 -
Jul 2021

Oct 2020 —
Dec 2020

Oct 2020 -
Jul 2021
Apr 2017 -
Jul 2021

Apr 2017 -
Jul 2021

Apr 2017 -
Jul 2021

Outcomes
Intermediate
Outcome 3

Intermediate
Outcome 3

Intermediate
Outcome 3
Intermediate

Outcome 5

Intermediate
Outcome 5

Intermediate
Outcome 5

Learning and
Transition

Learning and
Transition

Learning and
Transition
Learning and

Sustainability

Learning and
Sustainability

Learning and
Sustainability
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4  Evaluation Design

4.1 Evaluation approach

The design of the evaluation has evolved since midline, both to account for the project’s lessons
learned from the midline evaluation as well as due to the change in project design resulting from
the outbreak of COVID-19. The pandemic and the resulting school closures also put limitations on
the scope of the evaluation, e.g. by making the collection of assessment data not feasible. As a
result, the endline evaluation focuses on capturing beneficiary experiences and perspectives on
learning, transition and well-being.

This evaluation uses an Implementation and Process Evaluation (IPE) approach?®. IPE is a theory-
based evaluation approach that focuses on the generation and analysis of data to examine how an
intervention is put into practice, how it operates to achieve its intended outcomes, and the factors
that influence these processes. IPE is a flexible approach that blends a systematic analysis of
existing project monitoring data and documentation, interviews with project stakeholders (project
staff across the implementation partners and key stakeholders), and primary data collected with a
small group of project beneficiaries and school stakeholders to capture a rich and in-depth
understanding of the project’s contribution to outcomes.

Our approach is grounded in the project’s ‘overarching’ theory of change!! and explores the theory
behind the design of activities, the progress made and results achieved by the project, and
beneficiary perspectives and experiences on the pathways to outcomes. We examine key
implementation factors to assess the project’s theory, design, and implementation in order to draw
conclusions about design or implementation successes and failures and to investigate what
worked and what did not work in terms of project activities and mechanisms and how did the
project generate change.

To operationalise our IPE, we developed the following tools during our Inception Phase:

1. Project Map: We gathered crucial information about the design of the GATE-GEC project and
its adaptations to generate an overarching project theory of change. We also compiled a full
list of project activities to create a project activity map, to identify the potential pathways to
outcomes for beneficiaries. This allows us to articulate and interrogate the project’s intended
mechanisms for instigating change. See Annex B. The list of documents we reviewed to
construct our project map can be found in Annex D.

2. MEL Data Catalogue: We collated existing monitoring and evaluation data into a data
catalogue to understand what data is available to explore project design and theory, results
achieved, and implementation factors. We examine project output data to contribute to our

10 More information and guidance on IPE can be found on the Education Endowment Foundation website
(EEF, 2019). Our IPE is also grounded in the UK Medical Research Council’s guidance on Process
Evaluation of complex interventions (Moore et al, 2015).

11 See Section 3. This is a version of the project’s theory of change developed for the evaluation, which will
bring together the project’s existing theories of change developed as part of the original project design and
as part of the MTRP project adaptations.
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understanding of outcome pathways for beneficiaries. Finally, the data catalogue also allowed
us to identify particular gaps in evidence to refine our data collection tools. See Annex E.

4.2 Evaluation questions

The table below provides a summary of our evaluation framework. This contains our main
evaluation questions and how they link to our core evaluation objectives and to OECD-DAC
criteria. A full version of the evaluation framework, including how we intended to address each
evaluation question and the relevant data sources, can be found in Annex F.

Table 4.1 Summary Evaluation Framework
OECD DAC EQ# Evaluation Question

Objective 1. Take stock of the GATE-GEC project (2017-2021) to examine the project’s
design, adaptation and intended results achieved.

Effectiveness EQ1 How and how well was the project designed and implemented?
EQ2 How and how well did the project adapt its design and
implementation to respond to changing needs and contexts?
R EQ4 How and how well did the project include and support
elevance o . : : .
marginalised/vulnerable groups, including children with
disability?
EQ5 How and how well has the project responded to the evolution of

project beneficiary profiles and needs, particularly with regard to
the effect of COVID-19 on retention and dropout?

Objective 2. Document and trace the experiences of the vulnerable and marginalised
beneficiary groups as part of the GATE-GEC project, including their evolving needs, the
drivers and barriers to learning, transition, and well-being, and how the project has generated
change for beneficiaries (with attention to unigue and commonalities of experience across
sub-groups).

Effectiveness EQ3 _To wh_at de_gree dl_d the project achieve its intended results,
including differential results across groups?
EQ6 How and how well has the project supported project

beneficiaries to improve learning outcomes through support to
improve the quality and inclusiveness of teaching and
inclusiveness of the school environment?

EQ7 How and how well has the project supported project
beneficiaries to successfully attend and/or return to school and
ultimately transition, through support to beneficiary well-being
and for beneficiaries to feel safe and supported by their families,
schools, and communities?

EQ8 How and how well has the project created positive and lasting
change for marginalised girls and children with disabilities and
with what evidence?

EQ9 How and how well do the different project activities, outputs and
intermediate outcomes come together to generate outcomes for
the beneficiary experience?
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EQ10 How and how well has the project addressed the major factors
(drivers, enablers and barriers) to achievement and sustainability
of project outcomes for different project beneficiary groups?

EQ11 How and how well has the project contributed to higher level
effects (social, environmental or economic, both positive or
negative and intended or unintended) and will they be expected
to continue beyond the project?

Impact;
Sustainability

Objective 3. Reflecting on the findings from Evaluation Objectives 1 and 2, capture lessons
and recommendations from the project, particularly on how and how well it adapted and
responded to changing needs and contexts.

4.3 Data collection approach

Our data collection approach used participatory, gender-sensitive and inclusive methods to support
meaningful engagement with project beneficiaries and stakeholders and to amplify the voices of
beneficiaries using the highest standards of safeguarding and ethical protocols.

4.3.1 Tools

We developed two sets of tools for qualitative data collection. These qualitative data collection
tools are summarised in the table below while copies of the final tools can be found in Annex G.

Table 4.2 Qualitative data collection methods

Tool Purpose Sample

Semi- To gather detailed information from 5 group interviews with project staff
structured key actors in the project or those (including Plan UK, Plan Sierra Leone,
stakeholder  closely associated with the AA, HI, OU)

interviews beneficiaries. These will primarily be

i ) ) 4 key stakeholders (MBSSE, TSC, and
used to elucidate information about

" o : MSW)
project implementation, including
about project design, adaptation, 22 school stakeholders (head teachers,
coherence, and efficiency. PVs, and NQFTSs)
Participatory | To gather detailed information about = 42 marginalised girls and Children with
Toolkit respondent experiences and disabilities (taking into consideration
perspectives of different elements of | intersectional marginalisation, including
the project and outcomes disability and categorisation across
experienced. subgroups, and involvement in different

areas of the project).

To engage stakeholders such as project staff, key project stakeholders, and school-level
stakeholders such as head teachers, PVs, and Cohort 1/2 NQFTs, we used semi-structured
stakeholder interviews. Interviews were designed to last 60 minutes and examined various aspects
of project implementation and process. Separate guides were developed and tailored to each of
the respondent types.
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We employed a toolkit of participatory research activities, which was comprised of two core
activities used to facilitate 1-on-1 discussions with project beneficiaries around a semi-structured
interview guide with questions designed to address different evaluation questions. The toolkit
allowed our researchers to engage with marginalised girls or children with different abilities in a
number of different ways (visual, audial, tactile, etc.) and contained guidance for how the activities
can be adapted to meet the needs of the individual respondent or adjusted to the tone of the
interview.

e Feelings Dice: This tool was used as an icebreaker. The tool was also used with younger
children as an additional means to prompt discussion about different aspects of school life and
experiences of inclusion.

e ‘About You and Life at School’: This tool allowed children to both trace their journey to
school and explore the different elements of school, which act as barriers or enablers to
learning. This included physical elements (such as infrastructure), school staff, and
understanding social dynamics and norms amongst children and the wider school community

4.3.2 Sampling

For this evaluation, we used a non-probability sample for our qualitative fieldwork; as such, this
sample was not intended to be statistically representative of the wider GATE-GEC beneficiary
population. Our sample sought to identify particular cases of beneficiaries who can provide
information on differentiated impacts. For data collection, we targeted the following groups:

Table 4.3 Types of respondents for qualitative fieldwork

Respondent type Sampling criteria

Project Marginalised girls and children with disabilities, including all cohort groups

beneficiaries of beneficiaries. We included both boys with disabilities and girls with
disabilities (at PS) and considered different sub-groups of JSS girls (such
as girls with disability, girls who are married, pregnant or have children,
types of household-head status, and SES status) The sample can be
disaggregated by: district, age, gender, type of disability, household
characteristics, and other forms of vulnerability. More information on the
sample can be found in Annex H.

Teachers and other | Teachers involved in different intervention areas, including PVs,

school staff LA/STs/NQFTs (Cohorts 1&2), and head teachers.
Project staff and Group interviews were conducted with project staff, along the lines of
key stakeholders organisation, in order to maximise the number of perspectives (and a

range of expertise and service time). Key stakeholders selected on the
basis of their involvement in and knowledge of the GATE-GEC project.
Key stakeholders were nominated for participation in interviews by the
Plan team. A full list of the stakeholders interviewed can be found in
Annex I.
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The basis for our sampling approach is the 2020 beneficiary reverification survey. The survey was
conducted at the start of the 2020-21 school year to create a database of original cohort and
extended cohort GATE-GEC beneficiaries. Our first step involved building an understanding of the
beneficiary population (using the project’s reverification data) by determining the distribution across
sub-groups, such as: school level, sex, age, type of support received, and marginalised status
(across disabilities, motherhood/pregnancy, household socio-economic characteristics, and
others). This allowed us to understand both the types of marginalisation and the extent to which
marginalisation occurs across the beneficiary population.

Having identified categories, sub-groups or patterns of intersectionality of interest, we utilised the
purposively sampled ‘clusters’ to operationalise fieldwork, collecting data based on a school
cluster. Our sample consisted a total of 12 clusters, or schools, including one JSS and one PS in
each of the six GATE-GEC districts. Within schools, we sampled:

e JSS: 4 beneficiaries; 1 PV, 1 head teacher

e PS: 3 beneficiaries (including boys with disabilities (BWD) and girls with disabilities (GWD); 1
PV, and 1 NQFT (where applicable)

In order to select clusters (e.g. schools), we used a convenience approach by determining the
feasibility of fieldwork by examining whether there is a sizable proportion of potential respondents
at each cluster. We purposively selected a list of primary and junior secondary schools (and a set
of back up schools) for data collection on this basis. These schools were selected to ensure a mix
of different types of beneficiary sub-groups as well as to ensure all the activities carried out by the
GATE-GEC project were implemented in at least one of the sample schools. The sample was
reviewed by Plan’s MEL team to validate our selection and account for other factors that might
disrupt fieldwork. Access to schools was facilitated by Implementation Partners, with introductions
to district education stakeholders and head teachers.

Within the selected schools, we generated a sample frame of potential respondents using
reverification data. Priority respondents were selected on the basis of their membership in sub-
groups, which had been selected for analysis. Within this sample frame, we used a mixture
between randomised and convenience approach (based on their attendance) to select
respondents to be interviewed.

4.4 Data collected

Primary qualitative data was collected in the six operating districts of the GATE-GEC project,
Training for data collection took place 26 — 30 April 2021, with a follow up session conducted on 14
May 2021 to review and train researchers on revised tools. Data collection took place 19 — 31 May
2021, with the bulk of fieldwork conducted in the week of 24 — 28 May 2021. More information
about the sample characteristics can be found below and in Annex H.

Table 4.4 Data collected, by school cluster

District Level School Code Total Sample
Kailahun PS P11434 1PV, 2 NQFTs, 2 GWD, 1 BWD
JSS J11227 1 PV, 1 head teacher, 4 marginalised girls
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Karene PS P60209 1PV, 2 GWD, 1BWD
JSS J60101 1 PV, 1 head teacher, 4 marginalised girls
Kenema PS P20103 1PV, 2 GWD, 1BWD o .
JSS J20404 1 PV, 1 head teacher, 4 marginalised girls
Kono PS P30617 1PV, 1 NQFT, 2 GWD, 1 BWD
JSS J30608 1 PV, 1 head teacher, 4 marginalised girls
Moyamba PS P40308 1PV, 2GWD, 1 BWD o .
JSS J41028 1 PV, 1 head teacher, 4 marginalised girls
PS P50120 1, PV, 2 NQFT, 2 GWD, 1 BWD
Port Loko JSS  J50208 1 PV, 1 head teacher, 4 marg