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BEQUAL NGO Consortium Final Evaluation Executive Summary

1. Executive Summary

The BEQUAL NGO Consortium was designed to contribute to achieving the Basic Education Quality
Access in Laos (BEQUAL) End-of-Program-Outcomes (EOPO) for access and participation: more
educationally disadvantaged children and young people enrol and regularly participate in primary
education. The BNC is a group of four INGOs (ChildFund, Plan International, Save The Children and
World Vision,) and is sub-contracted by the BEQUAL managing contractor to deliver a package of
activities developed in consultation with the Ministry of Education and Sports (MoES) and the
Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT). The BNC was intended to complement
the work of other areas of BEQUAL and directly support the broader work of MoES related to
participation. The BNC commenced implementation in early 2016 and will conclude late 2018.

The BNC objectives are:

Objective 1: To enable access and increase participation of children disadvantaged by
language, gender, disability and ethnicity in schools through improved oral Lao language
skills and reading promotion in early grades.

Objectives 2: To strengthen community mechanisms to create healthy supportive learning
environments in homes and communities for all disadvantaged children.

Objective 3: 171 target schools adopt good hygiene practices.

The baseline study for the BNC intervention was conducted in July-Aug 2016 and the final evaluation
of the interventions covers the implementation period from April 2016 to Sept 2018, approximately
two school years. This final evaluation assesses the BNC outcomes in relation to five evaluation
criteria: relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact and sustainability. Data collection in 28 villages
in seven districts was carried out from 17" October to 5" November 2018. A total of 1,404 people
participated in the evaluation. Of this 48% (676) were females.

Findings
Relevance

The BNC objectives are aligned with the BEQUAL outcome for increased participation: more boys
and girls, especially those experiencing disadvantage, participate in basic education. The BNC was
designed to complement BEQUAL's improvements in teaching quality which focused on the change
in teaching quality, teacher development and support systems. The BNC objectives and community
level intervention has a clear link with BEQUAL’s design intention to improve the participation of
disadvantaged boys and girls in primary education.

Effectiveness

Since 2016, both female and male students have decreased the period of time absent from school in
the last school year. Students in all districts have shown to have decreased the period of
absenteeism since the baseline.
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Student experience of learning Lao language has improved with better instructions and techniques
used by teachers. The proportion of students who understand their teacher’s instructions in Lao
language ‘most of the time’ increased from 21% (2016) to 40% (2018). More students can respond
to their teacher in Lao language. For instance, 57% of students in the 2016 survey reported they
could respond to the teacher’s question in Lao language, this increased to 69% of students in 2018.

Schools are providing opportunities for reading. Most students are reading story books at school.
More girls (87%, n= 371) reported reading than boys (84%, n= 357) at school. These results indicate
that teachers, parents, VEDC members and volunteers have actively encourage equal opportunities
for girls and boys to read.

Students have increased their reading at home. Baseline data on proportion of children who have
access to story books at home was 64% (2016) and this increased to 98% in 2018. In addition,
students reporting that they study at home 3-4 days a week have also increased from 26% (2016) to
34% (2018). More students in Houn (35%), Nambak (26%) and Xamneua (26%) districts read at home
five days a week than other districts.

The majority of VEDCs used the small grant to support learning and reading (65%) at school through
a range of materials for music, sports, craft, writing and reading for boys, girls, ethnic children who
are experiencing poverty and support for children with a disability.

Most of the target villages in the BNC have improved WASH facilities by installing handwashing
stations, providing hygiene supplies and conducting school-based activities. Progress towards
behaviour change in regular handwashing and teeth brushing at school is incremental. Many
students in this evaluation recalled that they should use soap and water (92%) to wash their hands.
Messages about regular hygiene practice are inconsistently received by students. 61% (n= 520) of
students reported washing their hands and 44% (n=377) of students brushed their teeth the day
before the evaluation team visited. Reasons include some schools (37/171 schools) have issues with
water access, delays in the delivery of WASH equipment and materials and inconsistent practice and
messaging of WASH at school and in the community.

Efficiency

The BNC expenditure is expected to be underspent by approximately 1%. A basic cost efficiency
analysis of expenditure to date and benefits distributed to beneficiaries for the period from April
2016 to September 2018 show that S283AUD was spent per community beneficiary. A total of
20,757 beneficiaries were reached, (15,120 children, 178 teachers, 612 volunteers, 1,521 VEDC and
3,326 parents/ carers). Of this group, 49% are female beneficiaries and 91 are children with a
disability.

The BNC expenditure also contributed to the employment of 54 national staff which represents 82%
of the BNC personnel. The level of personnel allocated to implement activities are aligned with the
intended effort to achieve behaviour change in disadvantaged communities.

Impact

The BNC focus on early grade learning has provided teachers with practical tools and skills to teach
pre-literacy in Lao language. Of the 85 teachers in this evaluation, the 36 (42%) who received
training on L2NL reported that they found the content and techniques useful to their teaching.
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Teachers would like more support with teaching Lao language, particularly in Nambak, Houn and
Houamueng districts. Of 36 teachers have been trained in L2NL, 25% would like the learning
materials to be restocked more regularly in the second year; 33% reported they would like a
refresher training, or for training to be expanded to other teachers in the school; and 25% would like
more coaching after the training from DESB and BNC staff.

The BNC reading activity has generated children’s demand for reading and books. In this evaluation,
92% of students would join more readings activities in the future and 96% of students would
continue to read if there were more books were available in their community.

Village volunteers effectively raised awareness about reading among community members and
increased children’s participation in reading outside of school. Local ownership of solutions and
results in this case relies on motivated VEDCs and volunteers. To ensure impact beyond the BNC, a
strategy for community ownership of reading promotion should be incorporated into the
programming for capacity building of volunteers, VEDCs, teachers and parents.

Delays with implementing handwashing stations and distributing hygiene materials have occurred
due to water access issues in the village or school; procurement and logistics issues. Of the 134
(78%) out of 171 schools have a functioning hand washing station. A lack of systematic monitoring of
this component has affected the impact on changing hygiene behaviour at school.

The BNC has raised awareness among teachers, parents, VEDCs, children and DESBs about children
with a disability and their right to access education and learning. This was achieved by
mainstreaming the messages about disability inclusion in training content for reading promotion in
class and community, WASH and VEDC small grants. Children with more complex issues who require
specialist treatment and care in the community, need more intensive and planned support at school
and in the home. Greater consultation with and input from children with a disability and their
parents is needed to ensure support is relevant and sustained after the program.

Gender mainstreaming in the BNC has emphasised equal participation of females and males as the
initial step towards equality. The BNC ensured its activity processes are gender sensitive and
consistent messaging about equal participation appears to have been adopted by DESB, VEDC,
teachers and parents. Monitoring data show that equal access was effective. A lack of defined
purpose for gender equality and disability inclusion for participation at the community and school
levels has resulted in a singular focus on outputs participation and limited articulation of expected
change at the individual and community levels.

Sustainability

The BNC community-based literacy and reading promotion activities has demonstrated improved
children’s participation in reading and demand for materials. In a context where reading is low
among teachers, parents and children, the literacy and reading promotion activities in the
community provide a mechanism by which classroom learning can be extended outside of school
hours. The success of this has contributed to Houn DESB and Khammouane PESS adopting the L2NL
material to be used by teachers in these locations after the BNC. Scale up in terms of geographical
expansion to enhance Lao language teaching is occurring at selected DESB and PESS. Close
collaboration with these line agencies has enabled local ownership of addressing Lao language
teaching.

The WASH activity has political support and aligns with PESS and DESB targets. Geographical
expansion to other areas is possible, however the WASH component needs to be strengthened to
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have impact. Such as, the WASH infrastructure designed to suit local use by beneficiaries; a strategy
to address water access and supply issues; and a planned intervention for behaviour change.

The VEDC is a mechanism for local participation. The VEDC is a conduit between school and
community and has traditionally functioned to manage, administer and monitor school development
and planning. Functioning VEDCs in the BNC have demonstrated there is scope in their role to
influence reading promotion, learning and hygiene practice in the community. The VEDC small grant,
has on the whole, demonstrated that VEDCs can be incentivised to support learning; gender equality
and disability inclusion. Greater focus on community planning during implementation for continuing
activities and results beyond the BNC would strengthen the investment in the VEDC mechanism.

The BNC Partnership Agreement enhanced results and supported efficient implementation through
shared resources. The efficient access to technical in-house expertise by BNC partners was possible
because the relationships between Consortium member organisations. Cross learning and sharing of
resources within the BNC occurred efficiently. A Partnership Agreement, or similar mechanism, is
important for the effective collaboration between multiple organisations of different sizes, capacity
and specialisation.

Learnings and Recommendations
Participation

Learning: BNC community-based literacy and reading promotion component has generated
positive participation and has demonstrated improved children’s participation in reading
and demand for learning. These activities are effective in supporting classroom learning
outside of school hours. The BNC has shown that through repeated exposure to relevant
reading materials and activities, demand or appetite for reading can be stimulated among
children and the community.

Recommendation: The positive response from beneficiaries was an opportunity for
sustainability. The BNC should support target villages to develop a plan for reading
promotion in the community after the program.

Learning: The community-based approach to improve learning and reading requires
intensive engagement of key community stakeholders- parents, children, VEDC, DESB and
teachers and principals.

Recommendation: Participation by these stakeholders needs to be staged. For example, the
program plan should articulate or explain how stakeholders will be engaged in stages of
sensitisation, knowledge, skills development and practice.

Community based reading promotion

Learning: Recruiting and retaining village volunteers to conduct reading promotion has
proved to be a challenge for community - based reading promotion. The risk of
ineffectiveness due to high turn-over of volunteers and low literacy among volunteers needs
to be addressed as part of the activity plan.

Recommendation: Program planning for the phase out of support and stipends should be
included in the program close out plan. For example, at least six months prior to close out,
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program staff should facilitate planning among the VEDC, schools and volunteers to identify
actions the community can take to sustain activities that are important to them. A

participatory approach to planning for sustainability, applying similar processes to that used
in the VEDC small grants proposal development, would ensure impact beyond the program.

Learning: Reading behaviour of students, particularly those in early grades, reveal that
reading outside of the classroom often takes place with older siblings. This makes sense in a
context where children have responsibilities for caring and domestic work.

Recommendation: Future reading promotion activities should consider including older
siblings in group reading, buddy reading activities and workshops to develop and tap into
this community resource.

VEDC Mechanism

WASH

Learning: VEDCs traditionally function to monitor education and promote compliance with
regulation through school planning and management. The BNC has demonstrated the
potential for VEDCs to orient their function to support learning and reading and promote
gender equality and disability inclusion.

Recommendation: A facilitated approach is needed to capacitate VEDCs if they are to be a
strong local mechanism. For instance, follow up post training and coaching by DESBs and
program staff in the first year of implementation would support VEDC members to become
orientated in their responsibilities. A phased approach to capacity building could include,
incentives in the subsequent year(s) for VEDCs to achieve agreed results and demonstrate
behaviours, such as developing a proposal for action or a plan for sustaining results. Program
staff would also need to be equipped to assess VEDC functions and provide appropriate
coaching responses. This approach of encouragement and rewarding initiative will take time
to develop among VEDCs as an entity, since they currently serve to comply and monitor.

Learning: Health and nutrition of children affects their ability to participate in school and
learning. The BNC partly addressed this through school hygiene activities, however more
opportunities to strengthen children’s health and hygiene is needed. For example, The
World Food Programme (WFP) was present in Houn and Nga districts, Oudomxay province,
however the school meals program supported by WFP and the BNC school hygiene activity
appears to have been implemented in silos.

Recommendation: Future programming should seek collaboration with health/ nutrition
projects and approach behaviour change through a phased approach where changes are
identified in the short, medium and long term. In the planning stage, a stocktake of all
projects in the target area should be conducted to identify areas of synergy. Where possible,
partner organisations in the same target area should be involved in discussions about
strategies for co-ordinating activities to enhance opportunities for behaviour change. For
instance, school meal workshops could incorporate cooking demonstrations and messages
about handwashing before cooking and eating and after meals.
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Learning: Regular handwashing and teeth brushing practices are yet to be adopted. Some
teachers identified issues with co-ordinating these activities with a large number of students
and managing time for teaching and hygiene activities.

Recommendation: In the short and medium term, follow up support in the form of coaching
(face to face or telephone) and fortnightly refresher sessions for teachers should be
provided for those who struggle to conduct regular handwashing and teeth brushing with
students. The coaching and refresher sessions should provide strategies for teachers to use
to integrate hygiene in lessons, at play time, support to develop a roster for using the wash
facility by all students in the school and ways to look after the wash facility and keep
equipment (tooth brushes and drinking bottles) clean.

Learning: Water access and supply is important for adopting good hygiene practice. The lack
of accessible water supply coupled with procurement delays has limited the effectiveness of
the WASH component in at least 22% (37) of schools.

Recommendation: Close collaboration with VEDC, DESB and PESS to address water access
should be a priority before WASH facilities are installed. For example, a thorough
assessment of water sources and quality in the village and school should be conducted and
establishing a WASH plan for the use, monitoring and maintenance of the facilities and
hygiene activities would strengthen this component.

Monitoring and Evaluation

Learning: The indicators (gross enrolment, net enrolment and drop-out rates) for BNC
outcome could be better aligned. The outcome, objectives and indicators were developed in
late 2016 and reviewed in 2017. The indicator- gross enrolment rate as a proxy for change in
the proportion of children entering primary school is superfluous as the net enrolment rate
is adequate.

Recommendation: The addition of the cohort survival or completion rate is a better
indicator to show access to grade 1 and continued participation in primary education to
grade 5.

Learning: If cost efficiency is of interest to donors and programmers, budget data for a cost
efficiency analysis should be built into the M&E plan and systematically collected by
program staff.

Recommendation: Financial data for reporting by activities, gender and disability status
should be identified during the program planning and as part of the M&E framework.
Procedures for monitoring and data collection should use simple and clear tools and
instructions for program staff and DESB officers to use. Appropriate training and follow up of
staff in district teams should be provided to ensure consistent and accurate data collection.
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Equality and Inclusion

Learning: The BNC demonstrated that a dedicated budget for disability and flexibility in the
program budget to facilitate girls and women'’s participation has resulted in good
participation from these groups. The BNC also focused on developing the capacity of
program staff, procuring technical specialists in disability and disability tools to use with
teachers.

Recommendation: A commitment to addressing gender and disability should also be
reflected in the program resourcing. To strengthen gender equality and disability inclusion,
the program should consider additional investment in a contextual analysis of gender and
disability in target areas, a baseline to ensure change is measurable and technical input for
gender. As disability inclusion and gender equality are important commitments, this needs
to be reflected in the program budget and financial reporting. Program staff should be
supported to collect and report on disability and gender expenditure data. These inputs will
take time to implement and to produce results, which is not always compatible with
program efficiency, however this will enhance program impact.

Disability

Learning: Understanding about the prevalence and nature of disability among teachers and
the community is still emerging. BNC partners have systematically collected disability data
from the reading promotion activities and VEDC grants proposals and implementation. Data
on the results of support provided for health check-ups, Inclusive Education Plans (IEP) and
assistive devices are limited.

Recommendation: Accurate data on the prevalence of children with a disability (CWD) and
the quality of their participation is needed to enhance activities for this group. To ensure
accurate and detailed data on CWD, a number of stakeholders need to be involved in the
data collection process. 1) program staff should be adequately trained on disability inclusion
and data collection procedures; 2) community members who will collect monitoring data on
behalf of the program should be adequately trained and supported throughout the program
to increase their understanding of disability and data collection; and 3) implementing
partners have a shared understanding of objectives for disability inclusion, the term
disability, ways to identify disability, and methods for systematic data collection.

Learning: Disability inclusion activities in the BNC have addressed awareness among
stakeholders, individual needs of CWD and forged a network of support for CWD by bringing
INGO and government service providers together. Disability inclusion in Laos is an emergent
area and the BNC has demonstrated what can be achieved in approximately two years with
dedicated resources.

Recommendation: Disability inclusion interventions need a medium to long term view of
change at different levels- individual, family, school and community. Interventions should
include a range of participatory approaches and stakeholders to address the understanding
of disability, cultural bias about disability, provide non-technical knowledge and techniques
that are accessible by teachers.

Learning: Human resource and expertise in the disability field is limited in Laos. Existing
health support is fragmented and expertise in the development sector is low.

Recommendation: Systems solutions for referrals, service linkages, institutional capacity
building of education and health agencies and DPOs, partnership between INGOs are
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needed to maximise in country expertise. Using the BNC experience, documentation of the
disability service landscape could be mapped to support the implementation of the BEQUAL
strategy for Gender, Disability and Social Inclusion.

Learning: Children with complicated disability issues and disadvantage have received
targeted support from the BNC. Feedback from children and parents in this situation
revealed that a more sensitive approach is needed to ensure the experience of support is
meaningful for beneficiaries rather than transactional.

Recommendation: A consultative and participatory approach should be used when working
with CWD and their family. Support for CWD should include support at home and at school.
For example, children and parents should be consulted at all stages of treatment and
activities to ensure the intervention is relevant and enhances the quality of participation.
Feedback mechanisms should be included in activities to allow beneficiaries to have input
into activities and their support. For instance, consultations could document suggestions
from CWD and their carers; follow up with CWD could review agreed actions by the family,
the school and program staff and group activities could include a feedback activity.

Gender

Learning: Issues associated with inequality and discrimination are not easily addressed in
the short and medium term. Complex factors such as poverty, remoteness, social norms are
beyond the scope of the BNC. Instead, inputs such as grants, training and materials have
been used as rewards for communities to promote gender equality, specifically equal
participation and access. Other equality objectives such as improved girls and women’s
participation in the decision-making process, agency and leadership will require medium to
long term planning.

Recommendation: Methods to increase access and quality of participation in the short and
medium term can include gender quotas for committees and training workshops, and
improved efforts to conduct in-village activities that are participatory and appropriate for
low-literate environments rather than formal workshops.

Learning: Gender mainstreaming in BNC activities have emphasised individual and group
(parents, VEDC, students, teachers) support to increase access and participation. Increased
access and participation have been largely effective in terms of raising gender equality
awareness, participation in activities and activity monitoring that supports gender
mainstreaming.

Recommendation: Gender, along with disability, is a commitment in the BNC objectives, the
program would be strengthened by articulating its approach in the program plan and M&E
framework for achieving gender equality (and disability inclusion) in the short, medium and
long term. Additionally, clarifying the scope of the program’s gender equality (and disability
inclusion) for the life of the program. For instance, the program plan and M&E framework
should recognise how the activities will or will not affect gender and disability at the
individual, community and institutional levels.
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Sustainability

Lesson: Sustainability and scale up thinking has been ad hoc. If the BNC components were
intended to be sustainable and scaled up, how this was going to occur is not articulated in
the program plan or M&E framework. The L2ZNL component has organically resulted in
various forms of scale up. See examples in section 3.5.1. A weakness in the WASH activity in
improving good hygiene practice is the emphasis on installing hardware with limited
planning for embedding good practice during implementation and beyond the BNC. The
VEDC participation has demonstrated there is potential for the committee to play a central
role in supporting learning and reading in the community. A limitation is the lack of
community planning for continuing results after the BNC.

Recommendation: Planning for sustainability should occur at the program planning stage
and reviewed annually with the activity plan. This planning process should include inputs
from key stakeholders (donors, implementing agency, government partners and community)
about their understanding of sustainability and how best to achieve this. For example, DFAT
may understand sustainability in terms of government ownership of the activity and
resources, while the PESS may view sustainability as an activity that has leadership support
but no resources to implement. It is important to gauge the range of views to understand
and manage stakeholder expectations of what should be left behind after a program. In
addition, the process is an opportunity to engage and influence stakeholders who may be
important implementing partners.
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