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ABSTRACT

In this project, I argue that agency is an important soft skill for improving the life and labor
market outcomes of vulnerable adolescent girls, and so should be a priority in international
education policy and for achieving quality education for all (goal 4 in the United Nations SDG
agenda). I argue that the way agency is defined, measured, and practiced should attend to the
contextually-specific ways in which agency is constrained, and to the power relationships that
have historically privileged international actors over local practitioners, and methodological
concerns about internal validity over external validity. These dynamics in the girls’ education
sector have prevented the emergence of accurate measures and truly scalable approaches to
programming. I argue that the practice and measurement agency should be ‘emplaced’ or
situated within the particular economic, cultural, and socio-political milieu that structures girls’

lives and opportunities, and I provide examples of how to do this.

In paper 1 I use a review of the education, development, and psychology literature, a
benchmarking of girls’ life skills curricula, and two empirical case studies to synthesize a
working definition of agency and to propose a theory for how agentic capacity is developed
through skills-focused or critical pedagogical approaches to programming. In paper 2, I offer an
example of how to address the problem of contextually relevant measurement, by developing a
measure for adolescent girls’ agency in East Africa. The paper utilizes a participatory survey

development process to create an ‘emplaced’ measure of girls’ agency as a 4-dimensional



construct made up of both internally and externally facing skills and beliefs. I then conduct an
investigation of the survey’s construct validity and validity of intended use as a pre-post program
evaluation measure—using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) via structural equation
modeling (SEM). In paper 3 I argue that instead of seeking to scale evidence-based interventions,
the sector should identify scalable theories of practice. I use Group Concept Mapping as a
participatory tool for group conceptualization and theory-building, to construct a theory of
practice for replicating adolescent girls’ agency outcomes—one that is empirically driven and
collaboratively built by the expertise of local practitioners and community-driven organizations

(CDOs) in East Africa.
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INTRODUCTION

The Ranges of Soft Skills—Identifying the Gap

Soft skills are a growing priority area of research within disciplines interested in improving youth
outcomes and yet the term ‘soft skills’ lacks conceptual clarity and consensus. In education, soft
skills are referred to as Social Emotional Learning (SEL) competencies, their scope is well-defined
and their benefits understood first and foremost in terms of student learning and schooling
outcomes.! In Global Development, soft skills first appeared in debates about human capital,
employability, and the skills needed to support youths’ successful integration in globalized labor
markets. For vulnerable populations like women, girls, and youth growing up in resource-limited
settings, soft skills are also an implicit part of “empowerment,” understood as the capacities,

knowledge and skills that support autonomous decision-making.? *

Whereas economists have produced the most evidence on the consequences of soft skills for youth
outcomes, they have also spent the least amount of time on definition and accurate measurement.
Consequently, their causal evaluations tell us little about which skills produce the demonstrated
effects. While theories in education and global development have offered more robust
conceptualizations of soft skill domains and related measures, these have been largely developed
in disciplinary silos with the former focused on defining and measuring skills with respect to

learning outcomes, and the latter on goals such as ‘empowerment’ or economic security.

1Zins, ). E., Weissberg, R. P., Wang, M. C., & Walberg, H. J. (2004). Building Academic Success on Social and
Emotional Learning: What Does the Research Say? Teachers College Press.

2 Kabeer, N. (1999). Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections on the Measurement of Women'’s
Empowerment. Development and Change, 30(3), 435—-464. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7660.00125

3 Donald, A., Koolwal, G., Annan, J., Falb, K., & Goldstein, M. (2020). Measuring women’s agency. Feminist
Economics, 26(3), 200-226.
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This lack of coordination between disciplines is problematic for practice: it hinders both consensus
on the full domain of soft skills and precise understanding of which skills matter for which youth
outcomes. Even more importantly for the purpose of this project, it obscures contextual
understanding of which soft skills matter for particular populations and settings. My work begins
to address these gaps for practice through an investigation of adolescent girls’ agency in East

Africa.

My Journey to Questions About Agency

Over fifteen years ago, I sat in a classroom full of teen-agers in Richmond California, as they
learned to edit video clips of themselves making public service announcements about the
dangerous drugs that, at the time, were invading their schools and neighborhoods. Learning to be
actors, video editors, and producers was not in my curriculum. What was in the curriculum was a
youth-driven directive: to allow students to decide on their own community service projects and
to support them with the necessary resources and skills to execute those projects. I watched
students learn extraordinary, non-academic, lessons in that program, and for years remained in
touch with many of them and watched their lives unfold. It was clear to me that “agency,” or the
ability to act to affect change in your own life or community, was an important factor in students’

life outcomes, and more importantly in how they felt about their lives and futures.

On the forefront of the “youth development” movement in the US, my program in Richmond was

experimenting with an “asset building” curricular design for improving youth outcomes, that today

is well understood as highly effective for serving young people growing up in resource-limited

12



and challenging contexts.* This early lesson about the value of youth agency was repeated to me
again and again by practitioners in very diverse settings, throughout my 10 year career working as
an executive and a consultant for girl-serving organizations in East and Southern Africa. Although
practitioners in different communities didn’t always use the word ‘agency,” they frequently
described the difference between a young woman who had simply finished school and a young
woman who had a vision for her life and community and the ability to pursue that vision and thus

leverage the benefits of her education to affect change in her life.

This suggested to me that the ability to ‘affect change’ is similarly important but perhaps
conceptualized differently around the world. What does it mean to have agency if you are a teen-
ager living in Richmond California, at the height of a gun and drug epidemic, versus a teen-ager
growing up in a high-density urban settlement in Kenya, versus a teen-ager growing up in a rural
farming community in Malawi? Furthermore, what does it mean to have agency in any of these
contexts especially if you are female, or belong to religious, ethnic or racial minority populations?
If the work of intersectional feminist theorists (like bell hooks and Kimberlee Crenshaw) has
taught us anything, surely the capacities required to affect meaningful change in our own lives

vary with our cultural, social, economic, and political milieu.

Furthermore, I noticed with concern that the programs seemingly doing the most for youth
outcomes (evidenced by extraordinarily high graduation or transition rates, low rates of teen-
pregnancies in communities where high rates are a norm or increasing household income) had few

ways of demonstrating and communicating the importance of their soft skill programming. This

4 Lerner, Richard M. & Benson, Peter L., eds. (2003) Developmental Assets and Asset-Building Communities:
Implications for Research, Policy and Practice. Springer, Boston MA.
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has contributed to a reality where practitioners, donors and policy makers alike, acknowledge that
capabilities related to agency are critical for young peoples’ success, but little financial investment

is made in programs that support these capacities because impact is hard to demonstrate.

How Global Education Policy Came to Soft Skills:

The importance of soft skills seemed to capture the imagination of the global education community
in a widely-read report published in 2013 by The Learning Metrics Task Force—a multi-
stakeholder Task Force Commissioned by the UN Secretary General’s Special Envoy for
Education (Gordon Brown) and UNESCO, housed at the Brooking Institution’s Center for
Universal Education. The report was an attempt answer why, despite substantial progress towards
the Millennium Development Goal of universal access to primary education, millions of students,
especially in sub-Saharan Africa, were not learning,’ and why girls specifically were still under-

enrolled in school compared to boys in at least 80 countries.

The Learning Metrics Task Force identified seven domains of learning for “quality education”
including at least three domains that included soft skills (e.g. social and emotional learning,
learning approaches, and aspects of culture and the arts),” launching a portfolio of work focused
on the “breadth of skills” required by young people for quality educational and life outcomes.®

These policy reports were meant to influence the framing of the new Sustainable Development

5 Jones, S., Schipper, Y., Ruto, S., & Rajani, R. (2014). Can your child read and count? Measuring learning outcomes
in East Africa. Journal of African Economies, 23(5), 643—672.

6 King, E. M., & Winthrop, R. (2015). Today’s Challenges for Girls’ Education (Working Paper Working Paper 90;
Global Economy and Development at Brookings). The Brookings Institution.

7 Learning Metrics Task Force. (2013). Toward Universal Learning: Recommendations from the Learning Metrics

Task Force Summary Report (Learning Metrics Task Force). UNESCO & The Brookings Institution.
8 Care, E., Anderson, K., & Kim, H. (2016). Visualizing the Breadth of Skills Movement Across Education Systems
(Skills for a Changing World). The Brookings Institution, Center for Universal Education.
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Goals (SDG) agenda for education by expanding the definition of ‘quality education’ to include a
broader view of skills, values, and attributes that support student success. Despite what seemed
like global consensus on the need for soft skills in the SDG learning agenda, SDG 4-"Quality
Learning for All”-includes no specific indicators related to soft skills, but merely nods to them
briefly through targets related to ‘skills for promoting global citizenship and sustainable

education.’®

The Omission of Soft Skills as a Problem of Measurement

This omission of soft skills from SDG4 is glaring, given the previous attention invested in
highlighting the importance of non-academic skills. It is also unsurprising, given the lack of widely
accepted quantitative measures of soft skills and the inability to define ‘soft skills’ for a global
population. In an attempt to fill this gap, several labs have been dedicated to the definition and/or
measurement of soft skills domains since 2015, including the EASEL lab at Harvard University,
Skills for a Changing World project at Brookings Institution and the ALiVe Project in East
Africa.!® The EASEL lab’s taxonomy project, for example, is consolidating the various
frameworks that exist for defining SEL in programs around the world,!! while Brooking’s portfolio
is focused on consolidating tools and evidence for measuring ‘global citizenship’!? and ‘21%

Century Skills.”!* Of these efforts, only ALiVe has offered a substantive contribution to

9 Care, E., & Anderson, K. (2016). How Education Systems Approach Breadth of Skills (Skills for a Changing World).
The Brookings Institution, Center for Universal Education.

10 Mugo, J. (2020). Welcome ALIVE—RELI’s Firstborn Initiative (Assessment of Life Skills and Values in East Africa).
Regional Education Learning Initiative. https://reliafrica.org/welcome-alive-relis-firstborn-initiative/

11 Brush, K. E., Jones, S. M., Bailey, R., Nelson, B., Raisch, N., & Meland, E. (2022). Social and Emotional Learning:
From Conceptualization to Practical Application in a Global Context. In Life Skills Education for Youth (pp. 43—
71). Springer.

12 The Center for Universal Education. (2017) Measuring Global Citizenship Education, A Collection of Practices and
Tools. The Brookings Institution, Washington DC. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2017/04/global_20170411_measuring-global-citizenship.pdf

13 Care, E., Griffin, P. & Wilson, M. eds. (2018) Assessment and Teaching of 21t Century Skills. Springer, Cham.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65368-6
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conceptualizing the variation of soft skills across place and none have so far produced robust

measures of skills.

The Problem of Scale
“The formal education system offers a strong platform for life skills development. One key
advantage is the ability to develop skills continuously alongside academic learning,
building on previously cultivated skills as youth graduate to higher grades. Youth can also
be targeted at scale and across all ages.” (Sridharan et al. 2019, p. 44)
The conclusion of many research institutes, think tanks, and policy makers is that the answer to
this challenge of soft skills is to identify scalable programs/curricula that deliver soft skills and
scalable measures to evaluate these programs that might be taken up by national education
systems.'# Scalability, however, assumes that soft skills are equally important in every locale, and
are likely to be cultivated by the same curriculum in every community and country. Given what
we understand about the diversity of socio-cultural, political, and economic contexts, this is

unlikely to be true.

Nonetheless, the past decade has yielded a body of research, led by international NGOs with the
technical expertise and resources to conduct large-scale experimental evaluations that demonstrate
the causal effect of multi-component girls’ education programs as evidence for their presumed
scalability. Both bilateral and private donors, desperate for investment opportunities to support the

achievement of SDG4, have mistakenly equated impact for generalizability (a problem I address

14 sridharan, S., Ravindranath, P., Pottinger, E., & Cosentino, C. (2019). Building Youth Life Skills: Lessons Learned on
How to Design, Implement, Assess and Scale Successful Programming. The Partnership to Strengthen
Innovation and Practice in Secondary Education (PSIPSE) & Mathematica. https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-
kV-XHhoxMUz1jyTTFgaRPK7eaE9ouO8/view
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in paper 3), investing millions since 2015 in INGOs like Room to Read, FHI360, Plan
International, Camfed, Mercy Corps, BRAC, and Save the Children,'> whose large infrastructures
promise opportunities for scale in education. Even though these impact evaluations rarely use
precise or comparable measures of soft skills, let alone offer robust data on how or why specific
program interventions worked to achieve particular outcomes, they have largely been taken whole-

sale by the global development community as evidence of scalability.

As a result, small organizations, Southern-led organizations, organizations with single-country or
single-region foci and community-based organizations have largely been left out of the global
policy conversations on soft skills because they do not possess the financial resources or technical
capacity to conduct such evaluations nor infrastructure to scale internationally. Consequently, local
innovation and local voices on the question of soft skills and context have been largely ignored.
Motivation for Research

I came to this project as a scholar-practitioner, seeking to understand the soft skill capacity of
‘change making’ or ‘agency’—how it can be developed in young people and the implications of
developing this capacity for their life and education. I focus on adolescent girls because their lives
are uniquely and doubly structured by the norms that affect adult women as well as the norms that
affect all children in their respective communities.'® In many settings, girls’ rights and

opportunities are viewed as unique from boys, but so too is their power and potential for economic

15 These included Michelle Obama’s Let Girls Learn Initiative, DFID’s Girls Education Challenge Fund (GEC) and the

multi-donor collaboration Partnership for Strengthening Innovation and Practice in Secondary Education (PSIPSE).

16 Mensch, B. S., Bruce, J., & Greene, M. E. (1998). The Uncharted Passage: Girls’ Adolescence in the Developing
World. The Population Council.
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and social change.!” My project centers the voices of community practitioners who are serving
under-resourced girls in East Africa.

Structure of the Dissertation

For the empirical side of my project, I collaborate with AMPLIFY Girls (AG)—a collective of 18
community-driven organizations located in rural/urban Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, and Uganda.
Central to AG’s mission is the desire to shift power and resources from global development actors
to local communities and organizations. In that pursuit, AMPLIFY Girls and I share a common
goal. Accordingly, this project engages with quantitative methods as the language of political
power but seeks to repurpose that language in pursuit of ‘localizing’ the conversation. During the
course of my project, AMPLIFY Girls went from having a single employee and founder (based in
the US) to having four fulltime employees (three in in Nairobi) governed by a Board of Directors

elected from the membership.

I was initially invited by AMPLIFY Girls to lead a process for developing shared metrics that
would allow the network to document its collective impact on girls throughout the region. Each
AG member organization operates in a distinct community and offers a unique set of services and
programming. The process of developing these shared metrics revealed that, despite this diversity
of context and programming, AG members also cared deeply about agency as a priority outcome
for girls. “Girls’ agency and leadership” (as defined by AG members) was one of four shared
outcomes produced by the collective and was the only outcome that was unanimously supported

by each of the 18 member organizations.

17 psacharopoulos, G. (1994). Returns to investment in education: A global update. World Development, 22(9),
1325-1343.
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Below is a description of the three papers of my dissertation and some priorities coming out of
these papers for future investigation. Like my journey towards agency, much of my learning has
been experiential, and the progression of my thinking on the subject of agency is reflected in the

sequence of these three papers. I briefly summarize learning at the end in a short conclusion.

Paper 1 (Define): “Action on Agency—A theoretical Framework for Defining and
Operationalizing Agency in Girls’ Life Skills Programs,” is a largely theoretical attempt to
understand and define agency from the literature on human development and psychology,
education, and gender and development. I construct a hypothesis about #ow programs develop
agency in adolescent girls by reviewing some of the practice literature and examining two different
practice case studies of critical pedagogy in India and Mexico. It contains my earliest thinking on
agency. A version of this paper was published in the Gendered Perspectives on Development

Working Paper Series at Michigan State University (2019).

Paper 2 (Measure): “Assessment of a Practitioner-Derived Framework for Measuring Girls’
Agency in East Africa,” builds on the theoretical work of paper 1 to develop and test a measure
of agency for adolescent girls in East Africa. I collaborate with the AMPLIFY network to apply
the conceptual framework developed in paper 1 to the East Africa context, and develop a survey
instrument to measure girls’ Agency regionally. I refine the conceptual framework of agency from
paper 1, based on practitioner input, and use this framework to empirically investigate the structure
of agency. I conduct a confirmatory factor analysis to confirm the structure of the agency
instrument on quantitative data collected from almost 2,000 adolescent girls across 4 countries

between Aug 2019 and June 2020. AMPLIFY employee and research collaborator Brenda Oulo
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supported the statistical analysis on this paper, which is currently under-going a 2" review at the

Comparative Education Review.

Paper 3 (Practice): “Towards a Theory of Best Practice for Girls’ Agency in East Africa.”
Paper 3 is both a theoretical and empirical undertaking. In this paper, I collaborate with AMPLIFY
members to build a theory of program practice for producing girls’ agency. I do this using Group
Concept Mapping as a participatory mixed methodological tool for evaluation and program
design.!® The data used in this analysis was qualitative data collected from AMPLIFY members
and representatives from four of AMPLIFY’s donors. The paper is intended to be both a
methodological contribution to the question of cross-country generalizability as well as a

substantive contribution to the question of best practice for improving girls’ agency.

There are two areas of follow-up investigation that I would mark as priorities emerging from this
research. The first is the need to empirically verify the theory of practice developed in paper 3. As
schools and programs reopen in the East Africa region, this might be possible in the years to come
through a mixed methods of evaluation of AMPLIFY Girls’ programs utilizing longitudinal data
on girls’ agency and qualitative data on program structure, process, and impact. School and
program closures commenced in East Africa along with the rest of the world in March 2020, and
although they reopened in Tanzania a few months later, Kenyan and Rwandan schools remained
closed for nearly a year, and Ugandan schools were closed for two years—the longest school

closures in the world.

18 Trochim, W., & Kane, M. (2005). Concept Mapping: An introduction to structured conceptualization in health
care. International Journal for Quality in Health Care, 17(3), 187-191.
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The second priority is a qualitative investigation of how girls themselves view agency and the
variation of those views between countries and communities. I conducted informal interviews with
girls in four countries over the course of the project and what I learned in those conversations has
influenced my writing of papers 2 and 3, but more formal qualitative study with girls themselves
would certainly help to clarify the conceptualization, measurement, and development of program

practice around agency in the region.
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PAPER#1: ACTION ON AGENCY—A THEORETICAL
FRAMEWORK FOR DEFINING AND OPERATIONALIZING
AGENCY IN GIRLS’ LIFE SKILLS PROGRAMS

Originally published in the Gendered Perspectives in Development Working Paper Series at
Michigan State University’s Center for Gender in Global Context in February 2019. (Minor
revisions made)

Aubryn Allyn Sidle

Abstract

Debates in girls’ education policy and practice point to life skills programs as a promising
intervention for improving the outcomes of marginalized girls. Yet the difficulties of defining
and measuring life skills and the complexities for practice of understanding how to instill soft
capacities like self-efficacy which are often the focus of life skills programs, have contributed to
serious knowledge gaps. This article synthesizes theories from education, developmental
psychology, and gender and development to offer agency as a locally adaptable framework for
the measurement of life skills programs. Based on empirical examples and curricula from five
life skills programs, I propose that agentic capacity is critically linked to identity formation
processes in adolescence and that alternative pedagogical practice and skills-based learning are
important facilitators of agency formation. I offer a draft theoretical framework for how agentic
capacity can be cultivated by girls’ education programs.

Introduction

The Promise of Girls’ Education
Evidence from around the world shows that education continues to have a powerful effect on

reducing global inequality (Giroux et al. 2020). Specifically, increasing girls’ schooling
dramatically reduces child marriage (Wodon et al. 2018), teen fertility (Eloundou-Enyegue &
Stokes 2004), maternal death (Bhalotra et al. 2013; Gupta et al. 2002), and child mortality
(UNICEF 2010), while increasing national GDP (Klasen 2002). Recently, however, questions
about gross inequities in school quality (Jones et al. 2014, Learning Metrics Task Force 2013)
have challenged the traditional assumptions about the implicit value of education, especially for

girls (King & Winthrop 2015).
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Differential experiences of education for boys and girls (Mensch et al. 2003) combined with real
concerns about school safety for girls (Psaki et al. 2017), have led to a growing acknowledgment
that education that does not actively address harmful gender norms, can be disempowering
(Murphy-Graham & Lloyd 2015; Adely 2012; Dehyle 2009). Yet the promise of an
“empowering” and “quality” education, continues to have powerful implications for gender
equity (Sahni 2016), social mobility, and the positive transformation of society (Sperling
&Winthrop 2016). The link between girls’ body autonomy, sexual and reproductive health, and
education, make the gains from girls’ schooling most profound during adolescence, thus
amplifying the benefits of girls’ education at the post-primary level (Wodon et al. 2017; Sperling

& Winthrop 2016).

Girls’ Life Skills Programs for Empowering Education
In this paper, I take the notion of an empowering education as the goal of education efforts

globally and seek to understand and untangle the circumstances of practice which might
contribute to education becoming an enabling force for girls and fulfilling its promise of
opportunity. The overarching question of this study is: How can practitioners ensure that girls
stay in school through secondary and can translate their educations into viable change? Recent
conversations in policy and girls’ education practice point to informal life skills education
programs as successful for both improving girls’ retention and achievement in school, as well as
enhancing the effects of girls’ schooling, such as improving health and labor market outcomes

(Dupuy et al. 2018; Kwauk & Braga 2017).

Specifically, life skills programs have shown marked success at supporting girls’ own abilities to
address unhealthy relationships between gender and power (Haberland 2015) and support the

development of soft skill capacities such as self-confidence, self-awareness, leadership, and self-
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efficacy (Temin & Heck 2020; Dupuy et. al. 2018, Austrian et al. 2016). Yet, the diverse and
often disparate range of skills included in life skills programs, as well as the qualitative nature of
many of the skills enshrined in life skills curricula, begs an obvious set of questions: What are
life skills? How can they be measured? And which skills are important for which girls? To date
there is no sector-wide consensus on these issues to inform practice, policy and investment. In
fact, successful life skills programs cover a wide array of skills and competencies including (but
not limited to), sexual and reproductive health knowledge, social and interpersonal skills, self-
awareness, job readiness training, leadership, entrepreneurship, financial literacy, and gender

rights (Dupuy et al. 2018).

Agency as a Causal Mechanism of Life Skills Programs
The rise in academic interest in life skills and by extension, agency, has been driven by the

global focus on redefining the parameters of a “quality education” to include a variety of soft or
“21% Century Skills” that show promise for later life outcomes (Winthrop and McGiveny 2016).
Driven by revelations about reduced student learning despite increased enrollment globally, soft
skills were clearly identified as part of an expanded definition of “quality education,” by a policy
task force charged with informing the sustainable development agenda for education (Learning

Metrics Task Force 2013).

Subsequent evaluation research suggests that agency is particularly important soft skill for
marginalized girls’ education outcome in countries where access to goods, services, and
resources of any kind come at a high premium and where the most valued role for adolescent
women is as a wife and soon-to-be mother (Murphy-Graham and Leal 2015; Sahni 2017,
Santhya et al. 2015; Sperling and Winthrop 2016; Warner et al. 2014). A recent report published

by the Brookings Institution identifies agency as one of two critically important mediating
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factors required for girls to translate the knowledge, skills, and attitudes (KSAs) gained in
educational programs into empowered action (Kwauk and Braga, 2017). In this paper, I propose
that agency is not separate from the knowledge, skills, and attitudes cultivated by girls’ life skills
programs, but rather is the desired outcome of the right combination of these competencies. In
other words, the success of life skills programs at improving the education, health, and economic

trajectories of girls is a result of their ability to improve girls’ agency.

Yet agency, much like girls’ own lives and cultures, is not a monolithic construct. I argue that the
vast majority of life skills programs attempt to instill a set of positive self-beliefs and personal
competencies in young women, and that together, these competencies and self-beliefs create
agency or agentic capacity.'® I hypothesize that the means towards agency (the specific skills and
self-beliefs required to foster agency) is likely to vary across place, based on the specificities of
opportunity structures, culture, and context. Whereas some skills may be universally important
for girls’ success across places, practitioners are now beginning to acknowledge that there are
likely a host of skills and capacities that can and should be locally defined (Dupuy et al. 2018).
Thus the current diversity of life skills curricula can be seen as a reflection of the diversity of
contexts in which girls live. I address the issue of how to define and evaluate life skills programs
by offering a culturally and locally adaptable definition of agency as a framework for measuring

life skills programs across place.

1% Agency and agentic capacity are used somewhat interchangeably throughout this paper. However, there is a
subtle distinction. Agency is the set of skills/self-beliefs required to exercise “agentic capacity.” Agentic capacity
being the actual ability to exercise agency. The author assumes that if one has Agency, then one also possesses
agentic capacity.

25



The rest of this paper is organized as follows: First, I review definitions of agency from across
the social sciences literatures and synthesize an operational definition of localized agency.
Second, I offer a brief review of life skills curricula and the evidence on agency as it relates to
girls, women, and education showing that agency as an organizing frame for life skills is
bolstered by a surprising consensus across disciplines on the importance of Agency to education.
I then discuss two empirical examples of girls’ education programs that investigate promising
pedagogical strategies developing agency for girls and I use lessons from these examples to offer

a draft theory for how life skills programs can successfully cultivate agency.

Towards a Definition of [A]gency

Coming to a clear understanding of agency as a key outcome is complicated by the fact that,
much like life skills, it lacks a common definition. In the social science literature, agency is most
commonly utilized to denote any kind of choice or action taken by an individual (Kabeer 1999,
438), and operationalized for measurement purposes as decision-making (Donald et al. 2017).
However, the type of agency referred to in this paper is much more specific than this broad
notion of exercising choice. The agency herein refers to a particular capacity—an ability to
coordinate multiple skills, resources, and contexts to achieve a desired strategic outcome. It is an
understanding of agency that looks at the internal capacity of an individual and her relationship
to power—both her own internal power to take control over her life, but also her ability to
navigate the external power structures that may either constrain or enable her actions. This type
of agency is one we might distinguish with a capital ‘A’ and is concerned with the skills required
to achieve a desired goal within the specific socio-cultural environment and network of power

relations in which an individual is embedded.
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In the introduction to her book The Structure and Agency of Women'’s Education, Mary Ann
Maslak offers two definitions of agency that are roughly parallel to the distinction made in this
paper. First, Maslak identifies oppositional agency, or agency that is actively challenging the
“established norms in a system” to achieve a desired outcome, and juxtaposes this to what she
calls allegiant agency, which refers to the actions of an individual in making choices that “align
with popular thought” (2008, xv). Maslak’s definition is dynamic because it places at the center
the structures of constraint—what she calls the “established norms”—within which individuals
must choose and act. It is similar to Naila Kabeer’s definition of agency as the “power-to” or,
more specifically as “people’s capacity to make their own life choices and define their own
goals, even in the face of opposition from others” (1999, 438). Also explicit in Kabeer’s
construction of agency is the idea of goal-setting and action towards those goals. In a review of
metrics used to measure women’s agency around the world, Donald et al. expands Kabeer’s
definition to include three core capacities:

1. Ability to define goals “that are in line with their values;”

2. Self-perceived control/ability; and

3. Action towards goal achievement (2017, 6).
The specification of goal-setting as a skill that must be guided by an individuals’ own values is a
critical distinction and one that mirrors Maslak’s oppositional and allegiant categories. Implicit
in the idea of aspirational goal setting is the need for positive self-belief. In other words, a person

must believe that she is capable of achieving her goals before achievement is possible.

The current consensus in development on goal setting and goal achievement as central to agency,
glosses over the importance of specific skills beyond goal setting that might be important to

strategic action—things like strategic thinking, inter-personal communication, decision making,
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self-awareness, etc. Current conceptualizations of agency also do not distinguish between action
and effective action, nor do they flush out the kinds of positive self-perceptions that are likely
required for effective action towards aspirational goal achievement. A more detailed, and
nuanced approach to defining agency is necessary for understanding how agency might be
measured, how life skills programs should be designed to cultivate agency and the variation of
skills needed to produce agency based on various structural constraints (Maslak 2005) or

oppositional forces (Kabeer 1999).

For this type of specificity, we must turn to the field of developmental psychology, which offers
some compelling insight into how agency operates. Among the earliest writers on the subject of
agency within this field was Fritz Heider who conceived of agency as an “effective personal
force,” which he believed was “underpinned by a combination of power or personal ability, the
intentions to try, and any relevant environmental factors” (Little et al. 2006, 64). Herein we see
Heider offer a rough framework for understanding agentic capacity as one that connects skills or
abilities to intention and the structure of the environment. Heider’s definition offers a bit more
direction for practitioners because it differentiates between aspects of agency which can be
explicitly taught by written curricula in more or less traditional settings (skills or abilities),
versus aspects which are dependent on personal development or environmental constraints

(intentions and structure).

Albert Bandura adds to Heider’s view by identifying the self-efficacy capacity of human agency

as a necessary pre-cursor for developing agentic ability (1982, 1989, 1993). Bandura divides

agency into two functions—perceptions or self-beliefs (in lieu of Heider’s intention to try) and
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coordinating skills or abilities. For him, the most important aspect of human agency is self-
efficacy or the self-belief that a person “can produce the desired effects and forestall undesirable
ones by their actions” (Bandura 2009, 179). Bandura defines agency skills as the actual ability to
organize self-beliefs like self-efficacy, actions and resources to “influence intentionally one’s

functioning and life circumstance” (2006, 1).

On the subject of environment, Bandura provocatively notes that although individuals act as their
own agents in the world, they also act as agents of their environment, thus implying action is
constrained by structural forces (1989, 1181)—a point also acknowledged by Maslak and
Kabeer. However, none of these scholars discuss how agency might also be enabled by
environmental factors and how environment mays, itself, be influenced by individuals’ agency—a
notion popularly conceptualized by psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner whose bioecological
theory of human development posited that youth develop as a process through which they shape
and are shaped by their environments (Bronfenbrenner & Morris 1994). When it comes to girls’
education practice, questions about environmental influence are critical as life skills programs
grapple with the balance of interventions that focus on individual skills and capacities versus the
opportunity structures and environmental constraints that necessarily influence outcomes

(Kwauk and Braga 2017).

Little et al. (2006) expand Bandura’s theory of human agency placing it within a broader theory
of the development of human agentic capacities throughout the life span, noting that agency is
comprised of two different types of capacities—causal capability and agentic capability—the

former being defined as the “knowledge, behavioral skills, self-perceptions and beliefs about
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one’s environment” required to demonstrate the latter (67-68). Within Little et al.’s framework a
number of skills commonly associated with life skills in the education and development
literatures are identified as examples of either causal or agentic capacities. These include skills
such as self-awareness, self-regulation, goal-setting, problem solving, and decision-making

(ibid).

Although, these theories of agency are strongly rooted in Western notions about autonomy,
individualism, and personal desire, they still offer a foundation for understanding alternate or
culturally-mediated forms of agency (Ahearn 2010), and what those might look like when
culturally emplaced. In sub-Saharan Africa for example, rapid urbanization, demographic shifts,
and the related changes to family structure, have introduced new social, political, and economic
contexts in which opportunities are accessed based on new and more fluid notions of culture,
tradition, and community (Giroux et al. 2010). Defining a flexible framework for understanding
agency as it is currently being deployed in practice, actually allows for local negotiation,

interpretation, and understanding in ways that can meaningfully improve practice.

From Heider, Bandura, and Little et al., the distinction made between the skills and self-
perceptions function of Agency is particularly useful for practice and reflective of the current
field. Bringing together psychological theories and evidence from development and education
practice, I offer my own synthesis and working definition of “big A” Agency—one that can be

conceptually interrogated and operationally deployed (see Figure 1):
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[A]gency—The capacity of individuals to define aspirational goals?® and coordinate the
knowledge, skills, attitudes®! and resources both internally available to them (individual
capacities) and externally available to them (in their social, institutional or physical
environments) in order to take action to achieve stated goals.?

Thus, Agentic capacity is made up of both positive self-beliefs (including self-efficacy but not
excluding things like self-esteem and self-confidence), and concrete skills which can be learned
over time.? These skills include core information or knowledge as well as internally and

externally-facing skills that are required for goal-setting and achievement.

Figure 1: A working Definition of [A]gency

Agency

™~

Positive Self-Beliefs Agency Skills

At a minimum, this definition of Agency provides practitioners with a framework for housing
and thinking about many of the individual skills and attitudes that are already the focus of life
skills programs in girls’ education and that are at the center of the global citizenship skills

conversation under the new SDG framework. Often specific soft skills (e.g., goal setting) and

attitudes (e.g., self-confidence) are discussed in silos—disconnected from a theoretical

20 (Donald et al. 2017)

21 (kwauk & Braga 2017)
22 Based on Albert Bandura’s notion of agency but expanded to include a broader definition of resources
23 Bandura (2009) theorized the importance of self-efficacy in agency, while Little et al. (2006) developed a theory

of agentic capacity which included skills and self-perceptions.
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framework that helps practitioners to understand that skills and attitudes are interconnected and

important “package deals” in programs that seek to support girls’ Agentic development.

Given what we know from both the theoretical review above, and the forthcoming case studies
(below), I agree with Bandura that self-efficacy—the belief in one’s own ability to achieve stated
goals—is among the most influential self-perceptions involved in the human Agency function
and is a necessary pre-requisite for Agentic capacity (Bandura 1989; Donald et al 2017).
Similarly, given their prevalence in the literature we might hypothesize that specific skills such
as goal setting, decision-making, self-awareness, and inter/intrapersonal communication are
among the most universally important skills that make up Agentic capacity, although these are
likely to change based on the environmental and social constraints of each place. There is a clear
need for practitioners to test and revise the specific skills, self-beliefs, and their combinations
that might be most relevant for developing Agency in particular communities, to better
understand which combinations are most important for which contexts.

Agency in the Practice Literature

Agency in Life Skills Education Programs
When we consider the specific curricula of life skills programs from across the field of practice,

we can see this delineation between positive self-perceptions and skills clearly reflected in both
the content of curricula and in the outcomes identified for measurement. Table 1 presents a
curricular review of five life skills programs operating across sub-Saharan Africa. These
curricula are those that have been made publicly available, have garnered a fair amount of
acclaim for their quality through quality evaluations and/or randomized control trials, as well as
citation in systematic reviews. The table organizes curriculum content into skills (both internally-

and externally-facing) and positive self-beliefs. The selected curricula are drawn from two
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primary types: those that were funded by international development donor communities for use

in a diversity of countries and those that were developed by the local leadership of single-

country-focused NGOs, and tailored to the communities and populations served.

Table 1: Summary of Five Sub-Saharan Africa Focused Life Skills Curricula

Curriculum | Author Country Self-Beliefs Skills
Internal External
CHATS: AGE Malawi Self- Decision making*** Interpersonal communication**
Creating Africa efficacy™* Self-awareness™** Public speaking**
Healthy 2016 Self-esteem** ; — .
Approaches Goal setting®** Negqtlathg romantic
to Success relationships**
Positive gender attitudes* Preventing pregnancy**
Resisting peer-pressure** Conflict resolution*
Self-advocacy* Identifying Gender based
violence*
Leadership* Negotiating sex and sexuality
Stress management™ Legal literacy
Personal Identifying gender power
hygiene/menstruation imbalances
Group facilitation
Educate Educate! | Uganda Self- Decision making*** Public speaking**
Leadership & 2014 efficacy** Self-awareness*** Conflict resolution**
Entrepreneur Goal setting®** Interpersonal communication**
ship Course Problem solving Financial literacy**
Financial Planning**
Collaboration/teamwork™
Resource mobilization
Peer mentoring
Networking
Health and | Population Multi- Self-esteem** | Decision making*** Interpersonal communication**
Life skills Council country self-awareness*** Public speaking**
Curriculum 2015 (piloted in Goal setting™*** Conflict resolution**
Zambia) Resisting peer-pressure** Community service*
Positive gender attitudes* Financial planning**
Flexibility (resilience)* Financial literacy**
Leadership* Negotiating romantic
relationships**
Life planning* pregnancy prevention**
Stress management™ Identifying ~ Gender  Based
Violence*
Self-advocacy* Negotiating sex & marriage
Ambassador | USAID & Multi- Self-esteem** | Decision making*** Negotiating romantic
Girls’ AED 2008 country relationships**
Scholarship (Malawi, Self-awareness*** Preventing pregnancy**
Program DRC, Goal setting®**
Guide to Tanzania, Resisting peer pressure**
Mentoring & Kenya, Leadership*
Life Skills Ghana)

Decision making***

Interpersonal communication**
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Akazi USAID Multi- Self- Self-awareness*** Financial literacy**
Kanoze, (PEPFAR) country efficacy™* Goal setting®** Financial planning**
Youth & EDC (piloted in Life planning* Collaboration/teamwork*
Livelihoods 2010 Rwanda) Flexibility (resilience)* Job Seeking skills
Project Exercising rights

*** Present in 5 out of 5 reviewed curricula ** Present in 3 or more curricula * present in 2 curricula

From the short list in Table 1, we see a few key patterns emerge. First, although there is a broad
range of skills covered in these curricula (from financial literacy to negotiating healthy romantic
relationships), there is also a fair amount of overlap—particularly on which positive self-beliefs
are covered and internally-facing skills. Three out of five curricula have content area explicitly
focused on teaching self-efficacy and self-esteem. Notably, both locally focused curricula
identified self-efficacy as central—in agreement with Bandura, Little, and the other theorists

referenced in the previous section.

Second, there is near consensus on a set of internally-facing skills with 4 out of 5 curricula
adopting decision-making, self-awareness and goal setting—which is also a clear reflection of
what we’ve learned from our literature review to-date. Third, there is much less of a consensus
across curricula on the externally-facing skills that are important—with no skills being

represented in even 4 out of 5 of the curricula reviewed and only a few appearing in at least 3.

Such a diversity of externally-facing skills supports the argument that as social, cultural, and
economic contexts change, so, too, does the set of skills needed for improved outcomes. Agency,
as it is presented in this paper, allows for this diversity, while still providing a comparable
yardstick for measurement. In other words, under our definition of Agency, life skills programs

that focus on financial literacy, and financial management skills and those that focus on
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negotiating romantic relationships, for example, can both be considered as contributing to

improved Agentic capacity.

In Dupuy et al.’s review of 12 informal life skills programs’ key outcomes, 10 out of 14
identified the concrete skills (e.g., decision-making, goal setting, financial literacy, etc.) and
knowledge content (e.g., sexual and reproductive health) as key outcomes, and eight out of
fourteen evaluated positive self-perceptions (e.g., self-esteem, self-efficacy, or self-confidence)
(2018). Those that didn’t identify positive self-perceptions as a key outcome identified these as
one of several goals for the program that were presumably unmeasured due to the difficulty of

evaluating such non-cognitive capacities.

Agency as a SKkill of Interest Across Disciplines
Bolstering the argument for Agency as an organizing frame for life skills programs is both

empirical and theoretical evidence from a variety of disciplines and methodological practices
across the social sciences. These practices have shown that core social-emotional learning
competencies, like self-confidence, have contributed to improved academic achievement
(Borghans et al. 2008; Gutman and Schoon 2013; Hawkins 1997; Malecki and Elliot 2002;
Welsh et al. 2001; Zins et al. 2004). When we narrow the focus of inquiry specifically to core
skills related to Agency as defined above, and positive self-beliefs, a surprising consensus exists

on the importance of these beliefs and competencies in both education and later life outcomes.

In the gender and development sector Naila Kabeer has established women’s agency as a
foundational skill for empowerment. Her work has heavily contributed to the notion that such
successful interventions for women must consider a broad set of internal capacities such as

agency as part of what enables the material circumstances of success. Murphy-Graham and
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Lloyd, in their framework for understanding the core competencies and conditions that contribute
to an empowering education, similarly identify agency and personal efficacy as two of the
necessary pre-conditions that generate the circumstances of empowerment through educational
settings (2016, 558). They further divide the core competencies into knowledge, personal
competencies, social competencies, and productive competencies. This is a more nuanced and
detailed way of thinking about internally-facing skills (e.g., personal competencies and knowledge)
and externally-facing skills (social competencies and productive competencies) as I have roughly

laid them out in Table 1.

Reinforcing the centrality of agency to women’s empowerment programming, qualitative
evidence from the fields of anthropology and sociology identify a variety of positive self-
perceptions as influential components of the educational experiences of girls from around the
world (Adely 2012; Cervantes-Soon 2016; Deyhle 2009; LaBennet 2011; Maslak 2008; Mensch
et al. 2003; Miron and Lauria 1998; Sahni 2017; van Santen 2010). In these studies, the key to
girls’ educational success is a sense of autonomy, self-efficacy, self-confidence, and other
aspects of positive self-belief that are produced by enabling environments and pedagogies
(Cervantes-Soon 2016; Maslak 2008; Sahni 2017; van Santen 2010). Empirical studies like those
referenced seem to point to girls’ identities—how they are developed, and either reinforced or
discouraged by girls’ socio-cultural environments—as a critical factor in the kinds of change

produced (ibid).

Causal evidence, primarily from the field of economics, corroborates these findings. Bowles et

al. (2001) and Osborne-Groves (2005) conducted studies that showed the positive returns on the
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labor market to self-efficacy, while Pamela Lenton’s work, causally linked self-efficacy in
women to higher educational attainment and earnings (2014). Ibarraran et al.’s study of a life
skills program in the Dominican Republic established a causal relationship between higher levels
of hope for the future (aspirational goals), persistence, conflict resolution and leadership skills,
with reduced pregnancy for girls and increased labor market outcomes (2014). Although the
specific soft skills of interest were not teased out, Furnham et al. (2009) and Lounsberry et al.
(2004) show that non-cognitive?* (soft) skills have a positive effect on reducing absenteeism and
dropout rates and increasing educational attainment. These studies build on the work of
economists Raj Chetty (2011) and Kirabo Jackson (2012), who established that teachers’ ability
to improve student non-cognitive skills accounted for much of the variability in longer-run

outcomes, and, in some cases, more so than cognitive skills alone.

Promising Approaches for Cultivating Agency

If Agency is, indeed, an appropriate frame for measuring life skills, what do we understand about
effectives strategies for developing agentic capacity in girls? From our working definition of
Agency, two strategies emerge from the literature of practice as important for the acquisition of

agency skills, positive self-perceptions, and the development of Agentic capacity.

The first strategy is the positive youth development approach, which employs skills-based
learning and community engagement as tools for improving the developmental assets of youth
(Benson et al. 2003). These assets include many of the skills and positive self-perceptions

important to Agency, including self-esteem, planning and decision making, and personal power

24 The term “non-cognitive” was coined by James Heckman (2006) to denote the variety of soft skills and their
effects on labor market outcomes.
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(Search Institute 1997). Second, programs that utilize critical pedagogy as a strategy for
developing youth into agents of change in their own environments offer a powerful model for
developing both positive self-perceptions as well as Agency-related skills. The former focuses on
skills and helps youth build Agentic capacity and positive self-perceptions through the
acquisition of concrete organizing skills and the practice of those skills, whereas the latter
pursues a more complex, albeit potentially longer-lasting, strategy of re-educating youth on the
structures of power that order their lives and offering them analytical and practical tools for

upending those power hierarchies.

Skills-based learning and positive youth development programs have garnered at least two
decades of compelling quantitative and qualitative evidence to support their use. Much of this
literature is causal and offers a fairly nuanced understanding of particular skills and capacities
(Catalano et al. 2019; Alvarado et al. 2107; Larson and Angus 2011; Catalano et al. 2004; Lerner
and Lerner 2005a). Among the skills highlighted by Catalano’s critical review of more than
seventy-seven positive youth development programs, at least one-third have been identified by
developmental psychologists as important for agentic capacity: self-efficacy (Bandura 1989),
self-determination (ibid.; Little et al. 2006), positive identity formation (Brandtstadter 1999;

Larson and Angus 2011; Lerner et al. 2005b), and belief in the future, or hope.

Whereas positive youth development practice has been implemented and tested in many
countries, less is known concretely about critical pedagogy for improving youth outcomes.
Although strong theoretical arguments support its use, to-date, primarily ethnographic and

qualitative empirical evidence exists to promote critical pedagogical approaches in education, all
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of which suggest positive effects of these programs on agentic capacity (Cervantes-Soon 2017;
Bajaj 2015; Hull et al. 2015; Sahni 2017; Miron and Lauria 1998; Stevens and Slavin 1995).
While some positive youth development programs adopt innovative pedagogical approaches in
the pursuit of skill development (such as youth-driven, or youth-led program designs), typically
these programs do not embrace the complete pedagogical redesign advocated by Paolo Freire
(1970), the founder of critical pedagogy, or the lineage of thinkers who followed him (e.g. Henry
Giroux, bell hooks, Robert Chambers). Critical pedagogy assumes that endemic to educational
practice itself are a set of perverse power relationships—such as that between teacher and student
(Giroux 2001) and the various intersections of their identities which must be transformed
through a pedagogy that reinvents these power dynamics and places student power at the center
of learning (hooks 1994). Critical pedagogy is then, by definition, an effective educational
approach for groups of people who experience disproportionate disenfranchisement and
oppression, such as the working-class poor; racial, ethnic, and religious minorities; as well as

women and girls.

Within the practice of critical pedagogy, learners uplift themselves by becoming aware of the
power structures in which they are embedded and by acquiring the skills required to challenge
those power structures. This is done through ongoing critical discourse and what Freire called
“praxis” or the cycle of discourse, reflection, and action (Freire 1970). In critical educational
environments, the primary tool of developing Agency (or “conscientization”) is critical
dialogue—an active conversation between students and teachers that illuminates the systems of
inequality and oppression affecting the lives of students and supports their autonomous

development (Freire 1970).
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From a bird’s-eye view, one might see critical pedagogy as a foundational and pre-cursory
practice to a positive youth development approach—one that could be used to uplift and amplify
the effects of skills-based learning because skills would be built upon critical social analysis
which fosters an empowered self-efficacy. The implication is that skills-based learning,
combined with alternative pedagogical approaches which produce self-efficacy, are a powerful
combination for cultivating agentic capacity. Indeed, life skills programs have already begun to
experiment with alternative or student-centered teaching strategies (Leventhal et al. 2016; Shah
2011). But how does critical pedagogy work to instill positive self-beliefs like self-efficacy?
What can we understand about this process? What follows are two examples which attempt to
illustrate how critical pedagogical approaches work to foster self-efficacy in education. Both
examples are from a school-setting, but their lessons remain relevant for application in formal
and non-formal life skills practice. I will take lessons from each to formulate a framework for
understanding how agency develops in education practice.
Two Case Studies in Critical Pedagogy from Mexico & India
Claudia Cervantes-Soon’s ethnography Juarez Girls Rising (2017), offers a detailed analysis of
critical pedagogy amongst poor young women attending a public high school in Juarez, Mexico.
Altavista is a state-funded secondary school that actively embraces a critical pedagogy, with
three tenets at its core:

1. Freedom and autonomy of students;

2. Radical love and reciprocal care; and
3. Critical discourse and activism (133).
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Young women’s experiences of these principles open a unique and powerful space for self-
expression and through it, identity formation or “autogestion” (self-authorship). Cervantes-Soon
argues that autogestion is enabled by critical pedagogy which views learning as a collaborative
process, where the hierarchy between teacher and student is intentionally broken down. Students
are asked to critically evaluate what was being taught to them, examine theories, and offer
rebuttals. Despite the many other spheres of their lives where young women’s thoughts,
appearances, and choices were heavily monitored and policed by the gendered norms of their
communities and families, Altavista school is a place where girls’ opinions matter, their voices
are acknowledged, and where they are actively encouraged to express themselves (144). “Thus
young women viewed the freedom that Altavista offered as a precious and unusual opportunity
to take control of their own actions and their own learning, to explore the possibilities about who
they could be and what they were capable of in a safe space” (143). Thus we see that the
environment created by the school’s core principle of freedom and autonomy, created the
circumstances for positive self-expression:
The hallmarks of Altavista’s critical pedagogy...worked in unison to promote a space of
liberation for women and the development of autogestion [self-authorship] as articulated
by students and teachers. For the young women...to be a [self-author]?® meant to have the
will and embrace the possibility to develop their own mission, to undertake their own
project of life...[Self-authorship] was necessary to be able to...pursue their goals with
little external support...This is an ultimate form of agency, the most empowering result
of the students’ education. (177-178)
Agentic capacity at Altavista is cultivated through the careful and painstaking work of critical

self-awareness and self-authorship—in other words, the work of identity formation. For Altavista

teachers and students, the two are inextricably linked—agency evolves simultaneously with, and

25 The author utilizes the Spanish word “autogestivas”, but | have used the English translation for clarity.
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as a result of, students’ developing a sense of self and self-determination. Thus critical pedagogy

is enabling a space for positive identity formation which in turn builds self-efficacy.

We find similar evidence from India in Uvrashi Sahni’s book, Reaching for the Sky, which is an
ethnographic and autobiographical account of the creation of Prerna School—a primary and
secondary girls’ school serving the Dalit community in Lucknow, India. Sahni describes the
school’s pedagogy as a critical feminist one that features critical dialogues as a mainstay of the
school’s philosophy and success (2017). Sahni defines the academic success of Prerna students
as follows:
To reach the overall goal [of the school], a girl must: Read, write and successfully
complete the government mandated syllabus; Learn to recognize herself as an equal
person; Emerge with a sense of agency, of control over her life, of aspirations for her
future, and have the confidence the skills to realize them; [and finally] Gain a critical
understanding of the social and political structures that frame her life and determine its
limits and possibilities, which would, in turn, enable her to push the boundaries and
reconstruct her life in more empowering ways. (60-61)
Sahni’s construction of the methodology of the school is strikingly similar to Altavista—
incorporating elements of radical care, critical discourse, and self-authorship. Goal number one
of Prerna is identified as building a “universe of care” and a “web of support” that together helps
girls to experience what Altavista referred to as radical love from teachers, administrators, and
support staff. Much like Altavista, at Prerna this effectively opens up girls’ learning by allowing
them a safe space for self-expression and creativity. “The key is being attended to and responded

to as whole persons not as objects. By confirming each other and rendering each other valuable

our lives are made visible and valuable...” (82).
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Beginning in grade four, students engage in critical dialogues, where they are given space to
share and reflect on their lived realities and are then offered tools to deconstruct these realities
and reconstruct them in ways that are more empowering and enabling for their lives (113).
Ultimately, however, the goal of Prerna school is to explicitly do by design what Altavista seems
to have accomplished implicitly, which is to support girls in the formation of their own unique
identities. Sahni places this process as the central goal of education: “The goal of all teaching
and learning...is to answer the fundamental question: ‘who am I and what is my relationship
with the universe and others in it?’” (129). Sahni goes onto articulate how Prerna supports
students’ development of their own identities by interweaving creativity, performing arts, and
critical dialogue throughout the curriculum of the school. Coupled with the structures of care
already put in place as a foundation to this learning, Prerna school has extraordinary outcomes—
with graduation rates well above the national average and 97% of its graduates continuing on to

higher education (194).

Importance of Identity Formation and Enabling Environments to Agentic Development
Although both Prerna Girls and Altavista schools represent formal schooling environments,
important lessons about the mechanisms of agentic formation can be gleaned for use in life skills
programs which have often experimented with alternative pedagogies. Of the five curricula
reviewed in Table 1, at least three utilize alternative pedagogical delivery methods—either peer-
led facilitation (AGE Africa CHATS curriculum), peer mentoring (Ambassador Girls’
Scholarship Program), or participatory teaching methods (Educate’s Socially Responsible
Leadership Curriculum and Population Council’s Health and Life Skills Curriculum). Several

recent evaluations of girls’ life skills programs utilize student-centered and student-driven
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learning strategies (Leventhal et al. 2016; Shah 2011) and many others where peer-to-peer

engagement is a key strategy (Catalano et al. 2019; Austrian et al. 2016; Unterhalter et al. 2014).

From the Prerna and Altavista examples, we can clearly see the importance of identity formation
to the creation of positive self-efficacy and the relationship between identity formation and
environment. Young women in both these schools are offered an enabling environment in which
to explore self-expression and self-concept in ways that had a profound impact on their Agentic
capacities. Both Cervantes-Soon and Sahni show how self-expression helped girls to develop
self-efficacy and develop personal life goals in accordance with their values. After forming the
basis of this self-efficacy—through critical dialogue, community engagement, social justice
practice, and activism—girls learned the skills necessary to build self-efficacy into fully-formed

Agency.

Returning to our working definition and theory of Agency which conceives of agentic capacity
as a combination of skills and self-perceptions, I identify the unique work of critical pedagogy as
primarily one that helps to build self-efficacy—an important self-perception necessary for
agentic capacity. Secondarily, critical pedagogy seems to support the development of key agency
skills such as goal setting and self-awareness. This relationship between identity formation and
self-efficacy is also reflected in the development psychology literature. Jochen Brandtstadter
believed that self-concept and identity guided and directed the self-regulatory process that is
critical to agentic functioning (1999). He identified the relationship between identity
development and self-regulation as a critical need of further research and pointed to adolescence

as the most important time period for studying self-regulation because of identity formation, and
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conceptions of self are among the major developmental milestones occurring at this age, as

summarized by Lerner et al. (2005b, 7).

However, such arguments contradict some of the wisdom from global education policy which
point to early childhood as the most important time period to begin developing agency and
adolescence as potentially too late (Kwauk & Braga 2017, 17). While this might certainly be true
for many cognitive skills and competencies, the unique nature of adolescence as a time of the
emergent self, when identity and self-concept are the primary task of the brain likely indicate that
adolescence is the ideal time to cultivate Agentic capacities, and thus life skills programs are

well placed to do so.

Another issue emerges in the untangling of self-efficacy and agentic development—this is one of
environment. The Prerna and Altavista case studies succeeded in developing agentic capabilities
amongst their students in part because it was first ensured that school environments created an
enabling context for the development of agency and transformational learning even when home
or social environments did not. This underscores the importance of programmatic environment
and perceived safety in that environment—especially when those environments are much less

controlled than schools—as is the case for many life skills programs.

Whereas the field of psychology views the development of human capacities as a protracted and
teleological process that takes place over the course of a lifetime, identity is viewed from the lens
of anthropology as a fluid construct that is constantly developing in relationship to environment

(Holland et al. 1998).
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Identity is a concept that figuratively combines the intimate or personal world with the
collective space of cultural forms and social relations...we begin with the premise that
identities are lived in and through activity and so must be conceptualized as they develop
in social practice. (5)

Identity formation—as a process that necessarily captures the social and lived realities of an
individual—makes much more sense from the lens of education, where social practice is

intimately linked to learning. From this view people can both produce environments and be
produced by them (echoing Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory of human development),

indicating human Agency is a powerful factor in mediating lived contexts.

There is both empirical and theoretical evidence to support this, suggesting that Agency itself
includes the ability of the individual to influence his or her environment and potentially change
the constraining factors that exist (Bandura 1989; Freire 1970; hooks 1994; Larson and Angus
2011; Little et al. 2006; Sahni 2017). A theory of agentic development in life skills practice
therefore must look at the specific interaction between individuals and their environments and
produce context-inclusive theories about agentic development.
A Proposed Framework for Agentic Development
Given what we now understand about Agency as a combination of positive self-perceptions and
concrete skills, as well as the relationship between identity formation and self-efficacy, it is not
difficult to sketch a draft framework for the development of Agentic capacity in education
practice (Figure 2). In the framework I postulate that programs that effectively cultivate Agentic
capacity share two common components:

1. A theory of positive identity formation which leads to the development of self-

efficacy; and

2. Opportunities for participants to learn and practice agency skills and assert their
identities in relatively safe environments.
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These two components reinforce each other. Turning to practice, we can see that the latter is
often accomplished through life skills programs for young people that focus on skills building
and the applied practice of social change. However, it is the former—positive identity
formation—that is arguably the most critical ingredient and yet is much more difficult to
accomplish. In the examples offered in this paper there is some evidence to suggest that positive
identity formation happens naturally in environments of critical pedagogy and youth-directed or
youth-driven learning. It is also possible that the development of self-efficacy can be an iterative
process that happens in tandem with the acquisition and practice of agency skills, and vice versa.
Regardless, it is important that practitioners have a clear working theory of how these two
aspects are developed by their programs and test these theories through their monitoring and

evaluation work.

Figure 2: Framework for Cultivating Agency in Life Skills Education Practice
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Conclusion
A few things should be clear from this synthesis. First and foremost, Agency as defined in this

paper offers a useful and locally adaptable framework for measuring current life skills programs.
Understanding life skills from within an Agency frame suggests that focus on skills development
should continue, but those skills should be identified according to the specific needs of each

place based on the realities of culture, context and structural constraints.

Second, life skills programs should seek to foster positive self-perceptions, like self-efficacy and
self-esteem. The evidence presented in this paper suggests that programs which actively facilitate
positive identity formation and create space for the practice of self-expression and newly
acquired skills are best positioned to cultivate the development of positive self-belief amongst
adolescent girls. Further, alternative pedagogies are a particularly promising approach for doing
the latter, because they focus on creating a safe power-neutral space where positive identity
development and skills practice can take place in a risk free environment. This is a critical area
for further research. While we know that alternative pedagogical practice can be an effective
mechanism for fostering self-efficacy and Agency skills, more research is needed to fully

catalogue and understand the mechanisms of change within the practices that do exist.

Third, Agency’s unique relationship to identity formation makes adolescence a prime age for
programs that build Agentic capacity. This is contrary to much of the current thinking—which
identifies the “sweet spot” of many developmental processes as being in early childhood—
underscoring the need for investment in research and programs for girls during older adolescence

and during the secondary-school years.
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Finally, this paper points to several areas of further research. Most immediately the need to
understand in more detail the relationship between Agency and context. Which skills and self-
beliefs are universally important for the development of Agentic capacity in girls from all socio-
cultural and geographic contexts? Are there certain skills and self-beliefs that are more important
for rural girls, for example than girls growing up in urban slums? How do country and culture
influence the particular combination of skills and beliefs required for effective programming?
Alongside contextually-specific understanding is the need to flesh out a more nuanced
understanding of best practices for curricula and interventions that foster self-efficacy, both
within the realm of critical pedagogy and without. What strategies have already been tested, and
are there viable means for measuring success that are both culturally relevant and can quantify

results and direct investment?
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Abstract:

Although soft skills are considered an important part of quality education, there is little consensus
on which skills matter for which populations, and few cross-culturally valid measures of such
skills. We propose a conceptual and methodological remedy to this quandary through an
investigation of “agency” as an outcome measure for adolescent girls’ life skills programs. We
engage community-based practitioners in East Africa who identify agency to be a priority outcome
for girls and derive a four-dimensional structure of agency from theory, practitioner expertise, and
empirical evidence. We develop and pilot a regional measure of agency for adolescent girls,
utilizing confirmatory factor analysis to confirm the underlying structure of our instrument and to
investigate its use as a pre-post measure. Analysis was conducted using data collected from 1,953
girls in four countries. Results indicate a four-latent factor structure representing the construct of
agency. The implications of our study suggest that researchers should prioritize investigating the
regional limits to validity of contextually specific soft skills measures over universal metrics, and
that measures should be developed in collaboration with local communities.
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1. Introduction: Soft Skills, Non-Cognitive Skills or Social Emotional Learning for Girls
Education?
Early discussions on the framing of Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG4) and the

“quality learning for all” agenda identified a broad range of “soft skills” competencies as being
important for quality education (Learning Metrics Task Force, 2013). Yet few of these skills were
formally adopted onto the final SDG4 agenda, even though soft skills are necessary for the
achievement of formal SDG4 targets such as “promoting global citizenship and sustainability”
(Care & Anderson, 2016). Whereas numeracy and literacy are taught and measured by school
systems around the world, soft skills are notoriously hard to assess, in part because of the practical
difficulty of creating contextually specific definitions and associated test-scales for qualitative
capacities such as “empowerment” or “resilience.”

Soft skills are also not a monolith, having been defined in overlapping but divergent ways
across disciplines. In human capital debates, for example, soft skills are competencies, behaviors,
attitudes, and attributes that promote critical thinking, collaboration, work ethic, goal achievement,
and other capacities that matter for performance on the globalized labor market (Lippman et al.,
2015; Burnett and Jayaram, 2012). Related to soft skills, labor economist James Heckman
popularized the term “non-cognitive” skills to refer to the broad set of non-academic competencies
that are causally linked to improved labor market performance (Heckman et al., 2006; Kautz &
Heckman, 2014). The corollary set of skills in education are called social emotional learning (SEL)
competencies and refer to the skills associated with young peoples’ positive self-concept and the
social interactions that support learning (Zins et al., 2004). Recent efforts have classified SEL
competencies into six domains: cognitive, emotional, social, values, perspectives, and identity

(Brush et al., 2022). Arguably the distinction between soft skills, SEL, and non-cognitive skills is
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one of emphasis, related to the specific field that first conceptualized the term and the associated
outcome of interest.

In the international girls’ education sector however, soft skills and SEL initiatives are
frequently combined in the form of life skills education programs that target outcomes across
sectors including education, economic empowerment, and health (Nasheeda et al., 2019; Brush et
al., 2022). In this paper, we offer a useful measure for evaluating informal life skills education
programs and use the term “soft skills” in the broadest sense, to mean the range of SEL and non-
cognitive competencies that contribute to improving girls’ well-being across these diverse outcome
areas. We address the problems of both consensus and measurement in girls’ education by
collaborating with practitioners of the AMPLIFY Girls collective in East Africa, who identify
“agency” as a key outcome of interest for life skills programs. With these practitioners, we produce
a robust conceptualization of agency as a context-dependent construct and produce a regional

measure of agency for evaluating girls’ life skills programs in East Africa.

2. The Importance of Agency for Adolescent Girls and Shortcomings of Existing
Measures
Randomized controlled trials of life skills interventions in low income countries have

shown that soft skills programming has a positive effect on girls’ job skills and labor market
outcomes,?® improves sexual and reproductive health (Temin & Heck, 2020; Erulkar et al., 2013),
and makes a positive contribution to psychosocial well-being (Temin & Heck, 2020; Leventhal et
al., 2015). Yet several gaps remain in this growing literature. First, with a few notable exceptions,
soft skills are largely studied as a nebulous conglomerate of traits and attributes with wide variation

in domain and with few attempts to link specific skills to specific outcomes (Jackson, 2012).

26 (Catalano et al. 2019 ; Ellis and Chafin 2015; Ibarraran et al. 2014; Bandiera et al. 2014; Dickson and Bangpan
2012)
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Further, although there have been recent attempts to define the dimensions of soft skills for SEL
(Brush et al., 2022), few have offered a robust conceptualization of what skills or frameworks
matter for vulnerable populations as opposed to youth more broadly.

Agency (defined as the ability to act) is a soft skill construct with important implications
for vulnerable populations such as women and adolescent girls. Naila Kabeer’s work (1999) has
widely popularized the notion of agency as a prerequisite for women’s economic and social
empowerment and, as such, agency is frequently viewed by researchers and practitioners as a
means towards an end, rather than as an outcome in itself. Thus, measures of women’s agency
have been relatively one-dimensional and focused on singular indicators that might show if a
woman has agency, rather than trying to understand and appropriately capture the dimensions of
agency as a construct. These measures commonly focus on assessing the ability of women to make
autonomous decisions in the context of marriage and household (Donald et al., 2020).

Evidence from youth development shows that agency is not only important for women
however, but also for adolescent girls (Banati et al., 2021; Catalano et al., 2019), and that “agency”
should be the expected outcome of empowering and high-quality education (Murphy-Graham &
Lloyd, 2016). Yet most existing measures—such as the Women’s Empowerment Agricultural
Index, the DHS’ SWPER, or the 5-question agency index (Jayachandran et al., 2021)—assess
agency within the context of a specific domain of adult life and livelihood (i.e. agriculture, or the
marital household) and are thus inappropriate for adolescents whose domains of influence are
different from their married counterparts. Where decision-making autonomy is assessed in
adolescent girls, we see measures that proxy for a girl’s ability to negotiate around marriage and
school attendance, but which exclude aspects of her well-being beyond sexual and reproductive

health.
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Measures of agency in any sphere which only assess autonomous decision-making also
ignore the necessary psychological dimensions of the construct. Self-perceptions about a person’s
ability to act are an integral part of agency (Bandura, 2006) and must be included in robust
measures of the concept (Donald et al., 2020). A 2017 World Bank review of existing measures of
women’s agency found deficiencies in the conceptualization and content description of agency in
current measures, noting that they typically conceived agency as a one-dimensional proxy for
“choice” and were untested/unvalidated for use in specific socio-cultural environments (Donald et
al., 2017, pp. 2-3). In the same year, a USAID report reviewed nearly 250 tools measuring soft
skills in international youth development programs, concluding that:

... to improve the state of youth soft skill measurement, a soft skill assessment [should] be

developed that draws from the universe of existing tools, is designed specifically for

program use ... [It] should be short and easy to administer, translated into languages needed
for programs in Latin America, Africa, Middle East, and Asia ... [and] developed and pilot
tested in multiple international program contexts ... [It] might incorporate multiple
methods to mitigate the shortcomings of self-report ... [and] implementers should be

included from the outset of tool development. (Galloway et al., 2017, p. 56)

We tackle the problems of conceptual clarity, purpose of use, rigor of testing, and
validation and practitioner inclusion through a collaborative research partnership with AMPLIFY
Girls—a network of eighteen community-based program implementers in East Africa. Members
of the collective operate informal life skills education programs for girls in both community and

school-based settings in Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, and Uganda.
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3. Agency as a Multidimensional and Context-Dependent Construct
In 2018, AMPLIFY member organizations launched an effort to identify shared metrics

that would enable them to track their collective impact on adolescent girls across the region.
Specifically, AMPLIFY wanted to create a quantitative and easily reportable measure for
evaluating girls’ soft skills outcomes, because they felt these skills were some of the most
important factors for improving girls’ well-being in the long-term. Utilizing Group Concept
Mapping (Trochim & Kane, 2005) as the methodological tool for conceptualizing shared metrics,
the final output showed that AMPLIFY organizations unanimously identified girls’ agency as the
most important outcome for measuring the impact of life skills education programs. Furthermore,
AMPLIFY’s conceptualization of the agency domain was made up of thirty-six statements
representing both skills and beliefs related to the capacity to make change, suggesting that
practitioners’ view of agency was multi-dimensional (AMPLIFY, 2019).?’

The human development literature agrees with a multi-dimensional view of agency.
Psychologist Albert Bandura developed a comprehensive theory of human agency, defining it as
two basic functions that work in tandem: a set of self-perceptions or self-beliefs and a set of
coordinating skills (Bandura, 2006). Development practitioners have long relied on Kabeer’s
definition of agency as the “power-to” (Kabeer, 1999, p. 498) which she argues is made up of two
dimensions—a woman’s ability to define her own goals and to make her own life choices—and,
more recently, Donald et al. (2017, p. 6) who expand Kabeer’s definition to understand agency as
aspirational goal setting combined with self-perceived ability and action towards goal

achievement. Implicit in both conceptualizations of agency is an acknowledgment that underlying

27 A detailed description of the Group Concept Mapping study which led to this view of agency as a multi-
dimensional outcome for AMPLIFY can be found in the cited report.
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“the ability to act” is a complex set of skills and beliefs that both influence and are influenced by
a person’s environment.

Specifically, Kabeer argues that agency requires decision-making “even in the face of
opposition from others” (1999, p. 498), suggesting that agency is a flexible construct, the specific
make-up of which is dependent on the types of oppositional forces that dominate a person’s life.
For adolescent girls in East Africa, oppositional force importantly includes the intersection of
poverty and gendered norms and expectations. Access to education, for example, has been well
documented as a function of household income and per capita gross domestic product (Lloyd &
Hewett, 2009). In East Africa, household poverty is also the primary predictor for the highest rates
of teen pregnancy and early marriage for girls (Wado et al., 2019; Neal et al., 2015). Such facts
indicate that girls from resource-limited backgrounds face gendered challenges in addition to
resource-based challenges in finishing school.

Indeed, in each of our study countries, the poorest quintile of girls fail to transition to
secondary school at a rate that is almost 2:1 compared to boys in the same demographic (UNESCO,
2021), indicating that a girl’s agency is importantly limited by this intersection of her experiences
with poverty and gender. In a study of young women’s education programs in Honduras, Murphy-
Graham and Leal (2015) found that girls exercise their agency based on a complex set of
sociocultural conditions and constraints, concluding that effective education interventions must
attend to these aspects of girls’ context in order to be successful. Thus we argue that girls’ agency
is “mediated” by the socio-cultural forces in the environment, especially gendered norms and
expectations (Ahearn, 2010), in addition to the socio-economic forces which structure her

opportunities. From this view, a girl’s agency is context-dependent and should be defined by the
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specific skills and beliefs that help her effectively navigate and mitigate these forces in her
particular setting.

Applying this “dependent” view of agency, we take Bandura’s basic framework of agency
as beliefs plus skills to be essentially correct, but we posit that the specific skills and beliefs that
make up agency for girls are mediated by aspects of macro socio-economic structure, rigidity of
gender norms, and girls’ beliefs about those norms. Our survey development process is informed
by this conceptualization of agency, as captured by Figure 1, where agency is presented as a two-
dimensional construct made up of self-beliefs and skills, the domains of which are context-

dependent (Sidle, 2019).

Figure 1 Simple Conceptual Framework for Agency

[ Agency ]

Positive
Self-Beliefs

Adapting our Simple Conceptual Framework of Agency to AMPLIFY’s Setting
In order to adapt this simple conceptual framework to AMPLIFY’s setting, we asked

practitioners representing each of the eighteen AMPLIFY organizations to identify and rank the
specific skills and self-beliefs which make up agency for the adolescent girls they serve. For more
ambiguous constructs such as empowerment and self-confidence, practitioners defined these skills
or beliefs in their own words. Definitions were reviewed and synthesized by the researchers into

distinct categories, yielding a complete list of twenty skills and four beliefs which AMPLIFY
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practitioners identified as important for agency outcomes. Seventeen of these skills were selected
by a majority of members (60%), and thus were included as the basis of a draft agency survey
alongside three self-beliefs: self-esteem, empowerment (defined by AMPLIFY members as “the
extent to which an individual believes they have control over or can change their environment”),
and self-efficacy. The fourth belief, “self-confidence,” was defined by AMPLIFY members
identically to self-efficacy, and so was dropped. Our simple two-dimensional conceptual
framework of agency with the specific skills and beliefs making up agency according to

AMPLIFY, is detailed in Figure 2.

Figure 2 AMPLIFY Two-Dimensional Conceptual Framework of Agency
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Survey Development
With the two-dimensional conceptual framework as the starting point, we drafted the

survey by selecting pre-existing psychometric scales of the seventeen skills and three beliefs
illustrated in Figure 2. Emphasis was placed on selecting measures that had been previously
validated for use in countries outside of the Global North and/or with non-European or non-white

populations. Measures meeting these criteria included: The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
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(Rosenberg, 1965), the general self-efficacy scale (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995), the
empowerment scale (Torre, 1986), goal setting, interpersonal communication, and decision-
making scales developed by Mincemoyer and Perkins (2005), the Gender Equitable-Men’s Scale
(C-Change, 2011), Duckworth and Quinn’s Grit scale measuring “perseverance of effort” (2009),
and the self-awareness portion of Scheier and Carver’s self-consciousness scale (Scheier & Carver,
1985; Scholz et al., 2002). Several skills did not have pre-existing psychometric measures or
measures that matched practitioners’ definitions of the skills. In these cases, researchers drew from
AMPLIFY members’ existing surveys and literature.

In a workshop conducted in April 2019, AMPLIFY practitioners reviewed the resulting
draft survey for the integrity of the questions vis-a-vis the definitions of skills or beliefs developed
by AMPLIFY practitioners and for accessible and regionally appropriate English. AMPLIFY
practitioners serving as content reviewers during this workshop were viewed as the programmatic
experts of their respective organizations and were living and working in the communities where
their programs operate. The vast majority (80%) were also from the communities of practice. As
a result of these discussions, two skills that had not been included in the original fifteen (problem
solving and conflict resolution) were returned to the survey by practitioners in workshops, and
three other skills (entrepreneurship, financial literacy, and mentoring) were dropped because they
were skills deemed important for vocations that could support an individual’s agency but were not
necessarily essential to agentic capacity. Resilience, self-advocacy, and negotiation were dropped
from the survey because two of these skills (resilience and negotiation) were seen as overlapping
substantially with other constructs on the survey, while self-advocacy was identified as a proxy

for already having agency rather than as an actual indicator of agency. Three skills (gender rights,
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positive gender attitudes, and the ability to recognize gender-based violence) were combined into
one belief: gender beliefs.

The draft survey was tested with 350 respondents in Tanzania and Uganda, and the
resulting data was used to examine the response variability of each item. Items with little to no
variability were dropped from the survey, along with items that, according to AMPLIFY members,
did not match the given definition of the attribute it measures. This resulted in a reduction of the
survey from 101 items to 77. Table 1 shows the overview of items and constructs on the survey
and their evolution from draft to pilot to the final parsimonious version presented after the analysis

described in this paper.

Table 1 Overview of Items on Each Survey Version by Construct

Draft Survey Pilot Survey Final Parsimonious

Survey
Beliefs 34 24 18
self-efficacy 10 8 6
self-esteem 11 7
empowerment 13 9
gender beliefs not included not included
Skills 67 53 22
gender attitudes, rights and 17 11 moved
GBYV awareness
leadership Skills 6 5 5
interpersonal communication 6 5 1
volunteerism 5 4 3
public speaking 3 3 2
conflict resolution not included 5 2
goal setting 4 3 1
problem solving not included 3 2
decision making 4 4 1
perseverance 5 4 1
self-awareness 6 6 4
resilience 3 dropped dropped
self-advocacy 2 dropped dropped
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Negotiation 3 dropped dropped

entrepreneurship & financial 3 dropped dropped
literacy
Total Items 101 77 40

Developing a Four-Dimensional Conceptual Framework for Agency
To conceptualize the dimensions of our instrument more rigorously, we asked AMPLIFY

practitioners to produce their own conceptual framework of agency. In four small focus group
discussions comprised of the program leadership of each organization, AMPLIFY members
grouped the thirteen attributes which they had identified as making up “agency” into dimensions
that they felt represented the concept. These discussions produced a consensus across groups that
the skills and beliefs making up agency should be further specified into those that are internally
and externally facing. In other words, AMPLIFY members felt that the skills that were important
for influencing the environment (externally-facing) were distinct from the skills necessary for
organizing and coordinating a person’s own action (internally-facing). Practitioners had a similar
view of beliefs and organized them as beliefs about the self (internally-facing) and beliefs about
the environment and its malleability (externally-facing). AMPLIFY members titled these
categories as leadership skills, self-governance skills, self-beliefs, and environmental beliefs.

The resulting framework shown in Figure 3 depicts the result of this qualitative process,
which refined our conceptual framework of agency from two dimensions to four. We argue this
four-dimensional conceptual framework is a more accurate and contextualized view of the
underlying structure of agency for East African girls living in AMPLIFY’s communities. The
framework essentially argues that, in order to have agency, girls need both to believe in themselves
and their own abilities (self-beliefs), believe that their environments are malleable (environmental
beliefs), be able to organize their abilities and aspirations (self-governance skills), and have the

skills to influence others (leadership skills). We use this theory-driven conceptual framework as
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our hypothesized model of the underlying structure of agency. To confirm this structure, we
compare the theory-driven model to both the simple framework depicted in Figure 3 and a data-

driven structure derived from exploratory factor analysis, which is described in the next section.

Figure 3 AMPLIFY Four-Dimensional Conceptual Framework of Agency
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4. Methodological Approach
Our approach to understanding the underlying structure of agency relies on the “argument

based approach” to validity detailed by Kane (2013). In this paper, we begin to build a case for the
validity of our instruments’ interpretation and intended use (Sireci, 2014). We establish evidence
related to the content of our instrument in the form of theory, literature, and the participatory
processes already discussed. We seek to confirm the structure of agency as a construct through
confirmatory factor analysis, comparing our hypothesized theory-driven structure (Figure 3) to
two others: one that is primarily literature derived (Figure 1), and one that is empirically derived
using exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Further, we assess the validity of our instrument’s
intended use as a pre-post outcome evaluation measure by determining if configural, scalar, and

metric invariance is supported in pre-post groups of participants.
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Participants
Our data is derived from AMPLIFY’s beneficiary pool. The final agency survey was

administered to adolescent girls attending one of fifteen of the eighteen AMPLIFY member
organizations’ programs between August 2019 and February 2020. Surveys were translated and
administered in three languages (English, Kiswahili, and Kinyarwanda) based on participants’
language comprehension. All survey versions were professionally translated and back translated
to ensure that the original meaning of the question was preserved during translation. Professional
translations were also cross-checked by local language speakers on staff with AMPLIFY
organizations. Although the majority of Rwandan and Tanzanian participants took the survey in
their local languages, nearly all Kenyan and Ugandan respondents (and a majority of participants—
—overall 65%) took the survey in English. The data is cross-sectional, representing either students
just entering AMPLIFY members’ programs (baseline) or those who were in their final few

months/weeks of members’ programs (endline).

Materials
The AMPLIFY agency survey is a 77-item self-report questionnaire with response options

given as five Likert scale ratings asking respondents to answer based on either frequency or on

their level of agreement with a question.

Procedure
The researchers obtained ethical approval and research permission from local ethics

committees and research-permitting bodies in Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, and Tanzania. Informed
consent was obtained from all participants before survey administration. The survey was
administered to eligible participants in Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda and Tanzania. For the analysis,
the dataset was stratified by survey type (baseline versus endline) and by country, and then

randomly split into 1/3 (651 observations) and 2/3 (1,302 observations). Exploratory and principal

69



factor analysis was conducted on the larger sub-sample, and confirmatory factory analysis using

structural equation modelling was conducted on the sample N=651.

5. Statistical Analyses
Analysis was performed using Stata version 16 (StataCorp) and MPLUS version 8.7

(Muthén & Muthén, 2017) for structural equation modelling (SEM) modelling.

Establishing the dimensions of agency
Current best practice in survey development and validation suggests that confirmatory

factor analysis (CFA) is an effective way to hypothesize and confirm or to reject the underlying
structure of relationships between constructs (Lopez et al., 2015; DeVellis, 2016). This method
relies heavily on the robust conceptualization of the framework to be tested. For our analysis, we
rely on the theory-driven conceptual framework developed in collaboration with AMPLIFY
practitioners and depicted in Figure 3. We impose the four-factor theory-driven structure on the
data to perform CFA using diagonally weighted least squares estimator (WLSMV in Mplus),
designed for SEM model fitting with categorical data (Muthén & Muthén, 2017) and model error
terms as independent.

To achieve parsimony, we use factor loadings and assessment of specific factor indicators
to refine the scale by dropping items that did not load at .5 or greater onto the four factors but by
retaining five items with loading between 0.4 and .49 that were crucial to the definition of the
construct (Costello & Osborne, 2005). The final agency survey we present is a parsimonious 40-
item questionnaire that represents the four dimensions of agency as a construct made of up of four
dimensions: self-beliefs, environmental beliefs, self-governance skills and leadership skills. The
final number of items on the parsimonious survey can be viewed in Table 1.

To produce an alternative model for comparison, we perform an EFA on the larger dataset

(N=1,301) to establish the latent factor structure of our instrument based exclusively on
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commonalities within the data. Factor extraction was accomplished using Kaiser’s criterion, which
retains factors with an eigen value above 1 after an examination of the scree plot. Further, we
performed oblique promax rotations to allow for correlations between factors and extracted a four-
factor solution that accounted for 64% or more of the variability. Items that did not load at .4 or

greater, or cross-loaded at above .40, were removed.

Model Comparison
We compare model 3 (data-driven), resulting from the EFA derived factor structure described

above; model 2 (theory-driven), corresponding to the imposed four-dimensions of agency as
developed by AMPLIFY practitioners; and model 1, a simpler and uncorrelated two-factor model
broadly representing skills and beliefs that approximates the simple conceptual framework (Figure
2). To determine which model best fits the data, the following fit statistics were obtained and
compared: the chi-square with degrees of freedom, the root-mean-square error of approximation
(RMSEA), Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), comparative fit index (CFI), and
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI).

When comparing exact fit statistics, a lower chi-square value indicates a better fit, given
an equal number of degrees of freedom, although an insignificant chi-square suggests there is no
difference between the model-implied structure and the data. We compare and adjudge
approximate fit statistics using the conventional cutoffs for RMSEA, SRMR, CFI, and TLI
statistics, but we acknowledge that questions have been raised about their use with the diagonally
weighted least squares estimators often used to model categorical data (Xia & Yang, 2019).
However, because no better conventions have been proposed and because we evaluate model fit
comparatively rather than a priori, we are confident that the widely used conventions are also

useful for our setting.
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Accordingly, convention suggests that approximate-fit statistics should be evaluated based
on both conservative and liberal cutoff values because fit indices may be affected by factors such
as sample size and data distributions (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). In our case we consider
RMSEA of 0.05 or less representing a close fit of the model with values of up to 0.08 viewed as
acceptable (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). Similarly we evaluate the SRMR values based on the
convention that 0.8 or less is considered a good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999), and evaluate CFI and
TLI statistics based on the liberal cutoff of .90 and conservative cut-offs of CFI/TLI > 0.95
(Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003).

Next, we examine measurement invariance across pre/post participant groups by
performing multigroup CFA to assess whether measurement invariance is supported. We firstly
examine configural, metric, and scalar invariance of the first order latent factor model, then
proceed to establish invariance of the 2nd order factor model. We compare model chi square
statistics using the difftest option in Mplus and compare CFI values for the configural, scalar, and

metric models. The results are reported in Table 5.

6. Results

Data
A description of the respondents’ demographics can be found in Table 2, disaggregated by

country. Overall, there were 1,892 respondents with ages ranging from 10 to 25 years, with a mean
age of 16.5 years (SD 2.8). Data was collected from four countries, with the majority of
respondents from Kenya (37%), and the least from Uganda (13%). Sixty-seven percent of the
respondents were from rural communities (1,264). Sixty-two percent represented students just
entering programs designated as pre-intervention, with the remainder just completing programs
(post-intervention). On average, respondents came from households with relatively low rates of

education: 41% reported having parents who had only finished primary school, or who had never
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attended school at all. Sixty-five percent took the survey in English, 23% in Kiswahili, and 12%

in Kinyarwanda. For most of the participating organizations, all students entering or exiting their

life skills programs were included in the sample, as the total number of participants was less than

100. For the remainder of organizations, a simple random sampling technique was employed to

select a representative sample of an organization’s beneficiaries to take the survey.

Table 2 Summary of Data

Demographic Characteristics Kenya Tanzania  Rwanda Uganda Total
N 775 572 363 243 1,953
Age (range) 10-24 11-25 12-25 10-24 10-25
Age (mean) 154 16.1 18.2 15.1 16.2
Urban/Peri-urban 147 13 158 156 474
Rural 628 559 205 87 1,479
parents finished primary school or less 308 289 127 77 801
parents finished secondary 260 127 21 103 511
parents attended higher education 116 77 50 26 269
% parents education missing 12% 14% 45% 15% 19%
Survey Characteristics Kenya  Tanzania Rwanda  Uganda Total
Baseline 403 347 284 195 1,229
Endline 372 225 79 48 724
English 766 141 111 243 1,261
Swahili 9 431 0 0 440
Kinyarwanda 0 0 164 0 164

Confirming the Factorial Structure of Agency
Model 1, representing the simple conceptual framework of agency (Figure 1), did not

converge. Both the theory-driven model (model 2) and factor analysis from the data-driven model

3 suggests that agency is a four-dimensional measure. In the data-driven structure, oblique promax

rotation produced four factors most consistent and interpretable that account for 64% of the total

variance. Results of EFA saw an outcome of a reduction of forty items that did not produce factor

loadings of greater than .4. Both the scree plot and the factor correlation matrix of the data-driven
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model can be found in the Appendix as Figure 4 and Table 3 respectively. Factor correlation
coefficients ranged from .1 to .41, suggesting weak correlation between all factors in the data-
driven model.

Table 4 illustrates absolute and relative fit statistics for model 3 (data-driven) and model 2
(theory-driven). We present the final preferred model representing the structure of agency
following the convention that hoth absolute and relative fit statistics are important for adjudging
model fit (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003; Mulaik, 2007). On the basis of absolute fit statistics, the
theory-driven model (2) provides a better fit of the data with RMSEA of .04 (compared to .05 for
model 3) and an acceptable SRMR value of 0.062. The relative fit statistics are also better for
model 2 compared to model 3, with higher CFI value of .917 compared to .0909 and TLI 0.912

versus 0.901.

Table 4 Exact and Approximate Fit Statistics for Model 2 and Model 3

Degrees
Chi-Square of RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR
freedom
Model 2: Theory-Driven 1490.750,
AMPLIFY Agency p=0.000 736 0.04 0.917 0.912 0.062
Model 3: Data-Driven Model of 9(12.867, 346 0.050 0.909 0.901 0.061
Agency p=0.000
n=651

Although neither model passes the exact fit test with a nonsignificant chi square value test,
the chi-square statistic is sensitive to sample size and data structure, and accordingly we agree with
those who argue that the strength of any SEM should rely foremost on the strength of its conceptual
and theoretical underpinnings (Vandenberg, 2006). Therefore, we adopt model 2 as the preferred
model, based on both the strength of the conceptual framework derived from literature-informed

theory and practitioner input, and the comparative approximate fit statistics which indicate that
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model 2 also provides an adequate description of the sample data, and a better fit than model 3.
Figure 5 depicts our final SEM of the theory-driven model illustrating four first order factors: self-
governance skills (sg), leadership skills (ls), self-beliefs (sb), and environmental beliefs (eb),

which combine to form a general factor agency (ag) at the second order level.

75



Figure 5 SEM Model 2-AMPLIFY Theory-Driven Agency Framework
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Invariance Analysis
Table 5 depicts the results of a multi-group comparison of the first order factors of the

theory-driven SEM. We were not able to establish measurement invariance of the second order
factor (agency) as the multigroup second order latent models did not converge. Evaluating the first
order factor models, we establish configural and metric invariance as there were no significant
differences between the configural and metric models (chi square difference test P value=0.2339).
Results also depict significant chi square differences between the scalar and metric models with
small CFI differences of less than 0.010 between all models (Chen, 2007). We therefore conclude
partial invariance of the measure and confirm a common factorial structure up to the first order
latent factors across pre-post groups. This suggests that the agency scale demonstrates structural
and measurement invariance up to the first order latent factors, but more evidence supporting

invariance of the second order factor structure across groups is required.

Table 5 Multi-Group First-Order Factor Models

Model # of Parameters Degrees of Chi- P-value CFI
Freedom square

Configural 384 2229.259 1468 0.00 0.910
Metric 348 2218.765 1504 0.00 0.915
Scalar 246 2307.699 1606 0.00 0.917
Models Compared

Degrees of Chi-square P-Value

Freedom
Metric against
Configural 36 41.787 0.2339
Scalar against
Configural 138 171.007 0.0296
Scalar against Metric

102 145.329 0.0031
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7. Discussion
The primary purpose of this study was to develop and confirm a robust practitioner-

informed conceptual framework and associated measure of adolescent girls’ agency in East Africa.
The second aim of the study was to validate our measure of agency for intended use as an
evaluative tool assessing the impact of informal life skills education programs across pre/post
intervention groups. Results of CFA model comparison suggest that the practitioner-proposed and
theory-driven model of agency presents the best fit of our data, indicating that agency for the study
population can be viewed as four distinct factors: self-beliefs, environmental beliefs, self-
governance skills, and leadership skills. Furthermore, we found no evidence of pre/post group
differences in factor structure of our measure of agency across intervention groups up to the first
order latent factor scores, indicating that our instrument similarly measures the underlying traits
of self-governance, leadership skills, environmental beliefs, and self-beliefs, from baseline to
endline, and that pre-post group comparisons of these traits are meaningful. However, more work
is needed to establish group comparison of associated agency scores.

The evidence presented herein is a good starting point for understanding agency as a 4-
dimensional construct and provides an approach to measuring agency that is missing from the
current field—one that “systematically adapts measures to local context” (Donald et al., 2017, p.
52). The involvement of implementers in developing a conceptual framework of agency that
represents their context as well as their engagement in survey development is precisely what
Galloway et al. (2017) argue is lacking from other existing measures of soft skills. We present this
process as an important contribution for how to do the work of measurement in a way that is

responsive to context and inclusive of practitioner input.
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Four Domains of Agency: An Adaptable Framework for Measurement
Most importantly, we believe that the presented collaborative work has provided a practical

tool for understanding agency as a context-dependent construct, and for understanding how it
might be adapted for broader populations and different settings. Extrapolating from the conceptual
work of the researchers’ collaboration with AMPLIFY Figure 6 depicts a generalized framework
of girls’ agency as four domains of externally- and internally-facing skills and beliefs. Broadly,
the framework shows girls’ agency as four domains: internally-facing beliefs about her own
ability; externally-facing beliefs about the malleability of her environment (including gender
norms) and the extent to which these can be negotiated; the internally-facing skills required to
organize herself and coordinate her actions for social change; and, finally, the externally-facing
skills needed to effect change outside of herself through her individual relationships and personal
“power to” (Kabeer, 1999). We believe that this is a useful conceptual tool, consistent with the
literature, that provides a basis for how practitioners might adapt measures of agency across

settings while maintaining conceptual comparability.

Figure 6 Four Dimensions of Agency
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The AMPLIFY agency measure provides one example of such adaptation. Specifically, the
environmental beliefs category of the AMPLIFY agency measure captures a girl’s understanding
of the rigidity of her environment in East Africa, and importantly the gender norms which structure
her opportunities—what Kabeer might have called “oppositional force.” This dimension of agency
is necessary for understanding agentic capacity as dependent on the intersection of girls’
experiences with gender and poverty. Relatedly, AMPLIFY practitioners specified externally-
facing skills as leadership skills related to girls’ ability to influence the opinions and actions of
those around her (evidenced by items in this factor related to public speaking, conflict resolution
and interpersonal communication). In other settings with different constraints, it is easy to envision
that agency might be dependent on a different set of externally-facing skills—those related to
negotiation for example, or local economic opportunities.

In summary, our tool development process suggests an alternative approach to thinking
about regional versus universal measures of soft skills. If we acknowledge that soft skills like
agency are socio-culturally and socio-economically mediated constructs, then any associated
measurement tool will have regional, or even country, limits to its validity. Rather than looking
for uniform metrics for soft skills, our approach suggests that quality education experts should rely
on regionally specific measures that are conceptually comparable and should test how widely these
measures may be valid. Our study offers one example of how to achieve this approach to regional

adaptation of soft skill measures.

Epistemological Position—a Practical Undertaking
We acknowledge the inherent contradiction in developing a standardized measure for what

we have also defined as a socio-economic and socio-culturally mediated construct. Our position is
a practical one, stemming from the very real need and stated desire of the practitioners in the study

for a comparable measure of agency that can be used across the region and for achieving consensus
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from place to place, recognizing that some important constraints on girls’ lives are common across
the region, or at least common for girls from similar socio-economic backgrounds. Thus we
understand the AMPLIFY agency survey as an instrument whose interpretation is likely to have
limits to validity, but which has value for evaluating girls’ outcomes regionally and thus can offer
a practical (albeit imperfect) solution to an identified problem of practice. We urge further research
into the validity of our instrument’s interpretation and use within each country to better understand

how the dimensions of agency might shift from place to place.

8. Limitations
Although we included the voices and expertise of practitioners in our conceptualization of

agency, we admittedly failed to include the voices of adolescent girls. While we are confident that
the construction of our conceptual framework accurately represents the views of practitioners and
their program teams, a lot could be learned from including girls themselves in both the
conceptualization and the measurement of agency and is a priority for further research. Related to
this, we were not able to include cognitive interviewing of participants on either the agency
construct or the translated tools. Although our instruments were back translated, the translations
warrant an independent investigation of interpretation and understanding.

Another important limitation of the AMPLIFY’s agency survey, is that it consists of only
self-reported measures, which are known to suffer from bias. However, we pursued a self-report
structure for our instrument because of the difficulty in developing, testing, and validating
observational measures of complex skills, and implementing them reliably in low-resource
settings. We recommend that more research be dedicated to developing observational measures
that can be used to triangulate data obtained from self-reported instruments in settings like East

Africa, and we are keenly following the few such efforts currently underway (Mugo, 2020).
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Notably, our data has a number of limitations which restrict the inferences that can be made
from our analysis. Primarily, our data is not representative of adolescent girls in East Africa, but
rather is only representative of the population served by AMPLIFY’s member organizations,
limiting the generalizability of our results to the AMPLIFY constituency or similar populations.
Furthermore, our sample had a large amount of missing data, thus limiting our ability to
conclusively draw inferences from exploratory factor analysis for our data-driven model. Finally,
data was skewed by country with the largest sample coming from Kenya preventing us from
understanding the potential variation of the measure across country. Our measure also requires a
thorough investigation of reliability which was beyond the scope of this study and our data.

Finally, our survey development did not explicitly explore locally grounded
understandings of agency by country or community. During the content mapping of the survey,
there was no consensus among AMPLIFY members that all skills on the survey were necessary
for girls’ agency; rather, researchers selected those skills that the majority of members identified
as important. In this way, the AMPLIFY agency survey is an exercise in maximizing commonality,
but it is not perfectly representative of any one organization or community’s perspective. On the
other hand, we hope that the conceptual clarity of the four dimensions of agency will remain a

useful tool for conceptualizing agency across place compared to more narrowly defined measures.

9. Conclusion
Our research offers an important contribution to the measurement of agency for adolescent

girls. The AMPLIFY agency survey improves on existing measures by assessing agency as a multi-
dimensional (as opposed to one-dimensional) construct, and by including a robust practitioner-
driven conceptualization of agency for the East Africa region. It further develops this measure
specifically for adolescent girls as a unique population with unique constraints on their agencies,

where previous efforts have largely focused on adult women. We present a process of survey
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development which relies on practitioner collaboration and situates the skills of interest as context-
dependent—providing a conceptual framework for how to achieve regional or country-based
adaptations of measures of agency. Of the most important priorities for further study we highlight
the need for more rigorous investigation into the psychometric properties of the tool proposed, and
the regional limits of the survey’s interpretation and use as a pre/post measure of adolescent girls’

agency.
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Appendix:

Table 3: Factor Correlation Matrix of the Four Data-Driven Derived Factors

Factor1 Factor2 Factor3 Factor 4

Factor 1 1

Factor 2 04112 1

Factor 3 0.2317 0.2771 1

Factor 4 0.1034 0.07217 0.1092 1

Figure 4: Scree plot of Eigenvalues after EFA: Data-Driven Model (3)
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PAPER #3: TOWARDS A THEORY OF BEST PRACTICE FOR GIRLS” AGENCY
IN EAST AFRICA

Aubryn Allyn Sidle

Abstract: Despite numerous experimentally-tested programs in girls’ education, there is no
consensus on best practice for improving girls’ outcomes. In this paper I argue that instead of
seeking to scale evidence-based interventions, the sector should identify scalable theories of
practice. Such theories necessitate a shift away from attempting to replicate successful programs
irrespective of context, toward designing programs based on context in order to replicate
outcomes. I use Group Concept Mapping as a participatory tool for group conceptualization and
theory-building, in collaboration with the AMPLIFY Collective of community-driven

organizations (CDOs), to construct a theory of practice for improving adolescent girls’ agency—
one that is empirically driven and collaboratively built by practitioner and CDO expertise.

Introduction: Girls’ Education—A Sector in Need of a Theory

The question of identifying and scaling best practices in girls’ education has become more
pressing in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic and the related crisis in girls’ secondary school
dropout rates (Oulo et al., 2021, Presidential Policy and Strategy Unit (Kenya) Population
Council, 2021). A handful of recent publications have attempted to map evidence-based
interventions and curricula for “what works” to support girls, focusing on programs that show
promise for “scale” and “replicability” (Psaki et al., 2021; Sridharan et al., 2019; Sperling &
Winthrop, 2016). Scale, as it is currently imagined, involves identifying experimentally-tested
interventions and then replicating them across broad geographies. In the culturally and
institutionally diverse regions of Eastern Africa, this seems like an unlikely strategy.

A more reasonable approach to scaling, proposed in this paper, is to consider the
practices and processes most likely to replicate an outcome in a particular environment, as
opposed to replicating a specific intervention irrespective of environment. This approach
necessitates an intellectual shift from considering programs as the unit to be scaled, toward

thinking about practices and outcomes. The girls’ education sector does not need more evidence-
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based programs. Many of these programs exist, but they have failed to proliferate. Instead, the
sector needs practitioner-informed theories of practice that re-frame the idea of ‘scalability’ to
include robust considerations of context and clear hypotheses about the causal processes that
produce or hinder a desired result. Such context-inclusive theories would provide a better guide
to practitioners for replicating success across diverse settings.

The purpose of this paper is to construct a working theory of practice as a heuristic tool
for how to design programs that replicate girls’ outcomes across diverse communities in East
Africa. I argue that most programs in girls’ education fail to account for environment, and thus
replicating them fails to replicate outcomes. Furthermore, the rationale for scaling “evidence-
based” practices is based on experimental evaluations which too often conflate internal with
external validity. I propose a different approach to generating a theory of best-practice—one
which attends to the individual as well as to the individual’s environment, is driven by
community-based practitioners, and which approaches the question of generalizability through
heterogeneity rather than randomization.

I first make an argument for why such “context-inclusive” theories of practice are needed
for improving youth outcomes. Secondly, I introduce my research collaboration with AMPLIFY
Girls, identify “agency” as the outcome of interest for this study, and discuss how and why
community-based organizations offer an important perspective on the question of “best” practice.
Next, [ attempt to answer the question “what are best practices for producing girls’ agency?”
through a review of the practice literature triangulated with analysis of empirical evidence from
18 community-driven organizations and their private funders. Utilizing Group Concept Mapping

(Kane & Trochim, 2007) as a participatory tool of theory building (Trochim, 1985), this
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evidence is analyzed with the purpose of generating a theory of best practice for improving

adolescent girls’ agency.

The Premise of Scalability and the Omission of Context

Randomized Control Trials (RCTs) have been considered the “gold standard” of evidence in
education since the 1990s (Maxwell, 2004; Biesta, 2007; Scriven, 2008). Most experimental
studies evaluate programs as uniform entities, seeking to estimate with a high degree of internal
validity the effect size of a program on clearly defined and measurable outcomes. If the study
population is appropriately sampled and randomly assigned to either a treatment or a control
group, then the assumption of the RCT methodology is that the study findings are generalizable
to similar populations.

However, assessing what constitutes “similar” in population composition is a
complicated question. There is mounting evidence to suggest that researchers should not
generalize RCT findings, especially across country or regional borders (Hanushek, 2021), or
target populations in settings different from the experiment (Stuart et al., 2015). In his 2021
review of education impact evaluations, economist Eric Hanushek found that the diversity of
institutional settings across countries, combined with limited evidence replicating results in other
contexts, undermined the generalizability of RCTs, making “attempts to generalize results across
countries appear very risky” (Hanushek, 2021, p. 9). Hanushek’s conclusions echo earlier
demographic research suggesting that contextual factors such as the “etiology” of school
dropout, the norms around a young women’s life course, and the stage of demographic transition
in a particular country, all affect the impact of girls’ education investments (Eloundou-Enyegue

& Stokes, 2004).
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In a recent experimental evaluation of BRAC’s Empowerment and Livelihood for
Adolescents (ELA) program, substantial effects were found on youth outcomes in Uganda but
not Tanzania. The authors largely attribute this to differences in implementation fidelity,
although they reference other “contextual factors” (Buehran et al., 2017, p. 12). The fact that
such conclusions about contextual influence appear to be novel underscores a fundamental
assumption of the sector: that programs developed and successfully tested with low-income girls
in one country (such as Ethiopia) are generalizable to another (like Tanzania). Such assumptions
effectively equate the material aspects of girls’ lives in both countries despite vastly different
cultural, ethnic, linguistic, economic, and social settings. Yet systematic reviews of girls’
education program evaluations continue to cite experimental results as definitive evidence for
scaling up programs to multiple countries as being best practice (Psaki et al., 2021; Catalano et
al., 2019; Sridharan et al., 2019).

I agree with Murphy-Graham and Leal, who argue that the socio-cultural and economic
environments of each community produce a diversity of structural constraints that tangibly affect
the outcomes of educational programs (2015). The way girls experience outcomes like agency,
for example, is heavily influenced by their experiences of poverty and the various opportunity
structures in their communities (Klocker, 2007). Calls for evidence-based scale often conflate
internal validity with external and ignore the practical fact that current girls” education
programming is causally complex, structurally multi-component, and context-specific in both
content and design.

Recent analysis of the largest global database of girls’ education programs shows that
63% of programs include five or more components, compared to just 11% of programs with just

one component (Psaki et al., 2021, p. 47). The most common interventions found in this database
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were informal life skills education curricula delivered through after-school girls’ clubs. These
initiatives have complex causal mechanisms with primary interventions meant to directly impact
a variety of soft skills (e.g. “self-confidence” or “empowerment”), that in turn are intended to
improve educational achievement, long-run health outcomes, and economic well-being (Benson
et al., 2011; Catalano et al., 2004). Such causal complexity is notoriously hard to evaluate, let
alone replicate. I argue that the multi-component nature of many programs is not simply a failure
of the sector to focus strategically on “what works”; rather it reflects the reality that healthy

youth development depends on multiple facets of a girl’s environment.

Towards a Context-Inclusive or ‘Ecosystem’ Approach to a Theory of Practice Theory

Context-inclusive theories of practice offer a more practical approach to replicability and scale
because positive outcomes are understood in relationship to girls’ environments. Human
development scholars have established that youth development unfolds as a process in which
young people interact with their environments (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1994) and are shaped
by the social, ecological, and physical structures around them (Lerner et al., 2005). On this view,
the theory of practice underlying any program approach must account for the characteristics of a
girl’s environment (or ecosystem) that might foster or constrain her success.

There are excellent examples of such “ecosystem” theories in youth development. For instance,
the developmental assets framework for youth “posits a theoretically-based and research-
grounded set of opportunities, experiences and supports that are related to promoting school
success, reducing risky behaviors and increasing socially-valued outcomes including prosocial
behavior, leadership and resilience” (Benson et al., 2011, p. 197). The developmental assets

framework proposes that healthy youth development is dependent on two types of assets:
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“internal assets” (including positive skills, competencies, knowledge, and behaviors) and
“external assets” (e.g. community, and environmental influences) (Damon & Gregory, 2003).

Benson further expands on the notion of external assets to say that they are comprised of
four types of infrastructures within a community: economic, service, program, and human
development (2003, p. 21-22). Thus, the Developmental Assets Theory implicitly argues that
successful youth program design should account for the differing level of external assets that
exist in a community, and directly address gaps in infrastructure through interventions. Such a
context-inclusive theory offers sound guidance to practitioners, and a practical heuristic device
for strategically constructing programs based on specific aspects of context that might be present
or absent in a given setting.

The girls’ education sector requires similar context-inclusive theories—ones that
envisage an ecosystem of practices that will either mitigate constraining aspects of context,
and/or enhance enabling ones in order to replicate outcomes. Put another way, a context-
inclusive theory will not only focus attention on the interventions aimed at producing changes in
the individual, but it will also include a vision for the program practices that might produce
enabling environments (Archibald, 2015). Here I use the term “practices” to indicate the broad
types of community and youth engagement, the philosophies about that engagement, the

pedagogical strategies, and the content that inform the development of specific interventions.
Background & Theoretical Approach

AMPLIFY Girls
I address this need for a context-inclusive approach to a theory of practice in collaboration with

the AMPLIFY Girls Collective of community-driven organizations (CDOs) in East Africa.
Founded in 2017, AMPLIFY is a self-governed organization that up until 2020 largely made

organizational decisions through consensus of the collective membership. Its membership is
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made up of 18 community leaders/practitioners who are the founders and/or Executive Directors
of community-driven organizations serving adolescent girls in Rwanda, Kenya, Tanzania, and
Uganda. The collective is governed by a board of directors elected from amongst the
membership and representing each country in the collective.

AMPLIFY members use the term “community-driven organization” (CDOs) rather than
“community-based organization” (CBOs) to acknowledge the fact that in order to succeed in the
globalized economy many CBOs have had to establish relationships with sister organizations
located in the global North, who serve as channels for directing international financial resources
to local programs. Thus “CDO” in the context of AMPLIFY includes organizations who both
have and do not have such partnerships overseas, but where power and decision making about
programs and practice are made by local leaders who are located in, and who are also from, the
community of practice.

In this study I center the expertise and priorities identified by AMPLIFY CDOs as the
primary evidence for theorizing best practice. In doing so, I am admittedly assuming that these
practitioners effectively represent the diversity of voices of the girls they serve. Obviously, there
are limitations to this assumption. However, it is a calculated risk made based on an
understanding that CBOs have proved effective at delivering aid broadly (Casey, 2018), that
community-based youth organizations are particularly effective at serving “minoritized” and
“marginalized” youth (Wells et al., 2021; Baldridge et al., 2017), and that community-based
practitioners are usually better qualified than international technical experts to design programs
that meet their communities’ needs.

It was in 2018 that I began a three-year research collaboration with AMPLIFY to support

community leaders’ request to develop a shared set of metrics for documenting their impact on
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adolescent girls’ outcomes. Utilizing Group Concept Mapping, we co-created a shared metrics
framework that identified girls’ agency as the primary outcome of interest for the collective.
Throughout 2019 and 2020, I worked extensively with AMPLIFY community leaders to build
each organization’s capacity to track agency outcomes, and to improve their understanding of
research processes and methods. I also provided training in Group Concept Mapping (GCM) as a
research tool. During this period, we built a regional measure of agency to evaluate collective
impact. I became very familiar with AMPLIFY organizations’ programs, and I made site visits to
six AMPLIFY member communities where I spent time with key stakeholders, girls, and recent
alumnae. AMPLIFY members became well-versed in the GCM methodology and comfortable
collaborating on research studies using this tool. A full write up on these shared metrics and the
associated agency instrument can be found in Sidle et al. (2019) and Sidle and Oulo

(forthcoming).

Feminist Evaluation Research
My approach to research is driven by the epistemological orientation of feminist evaluation

which centers inquiry about women and girls, and views knowledge as “situated” and
“relational” (Brisolara, 2014, p. 16). Such a view necessitates reflexivity from the researcher, the
privileging of local voices, and an orientation to research that understands knowledge-gathering
as a political act (ibid). Accordingly, I situate myself in this study as both researcher and
participant, as a former youth development and girls’ education practitioner and a current scholar
who draws on my own relationships with participants, my knowledge of their programs, and my
expertise—both practical and academic—to inform my analysis.

Our research collaboration is political in that it privileges the expertise of leaders from
the global South over “technical expertise” in an attempt to reframe who may serve as legitimate

sources of knowledge (Brisolara et al., 2014). The resulting collaboration is intended to make a
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contribution to policy that suggests an alternative framing of the value of both community-driven
and Southern organizations and their approaches to global problems of practice. Our research
question was born out of AMPLIFY members’ desire to conceptualize a set of program practices
and interventions that represent a community-driven vision for supporting girls and, in so-doing,
offer an alternative, community-driven framework for scale. Together, we developed and

undertook to answer the question: What are best practices for improving girls’ agency?

Literature Review: The Practices that Improve Agency

A first step toward answering our research question necessitates a review of the practice
literature for clues on emergent consensus around practices or programs from the evaluation and
experimental research that improve girls’ agency. There is no sector-wide consensus on the
definition and measurement of agency, although it is usually operationalized in program

9 <6

evaluations as constructs related to girls’ “empowerment” (e.g. self-efficacy, or resilience) or
autonomous choice (Donald et al., 2020). In my analysis, I use a definition of agency developed
by AMPLIFY members, who conceptualize the notion as a combination of internally and
externally facing beliefs (about self and environment) and skills (related to leadership and self-
governance) which support a girls’ change-making capacity (Sidle & Oulo, forthcoming).

On the basis of this definition, my review of the literature considered programs that have
been shown to influence a wide range of skills and beliefs related to the ability of a girl to affect
change in her life or environment. In some cases the outcome indicator of these programs was
behavioral or attitudinal, such as reduction in child marriage or an improvement in gender
positive beliefs. In most cases, however, these outcomes were soft skills like self-efficacy,

resilience, decision-making, or other related capacities that could be grouped into categories of

“self-beliefs” or “self-governance skills.” In all cases, outcomes reported in each program were
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not fully representative of the multi-dimensional construct of agency, and as such I consider the
literature useful in terms of offering clues towards common practices, but not conclusive.

My literature review included over 40 books, articles, and/or reports of evaluations on
programs in girls’ education, identified using key word search protocols in google scholar and
the resource data bases of large policy-institutions such as the World Bank. Of these 40, there
were 23 studies that showed evidence of positive effects of the program on specific indicators
related to adolescent agency (as defined above). Eighteen of these studies were of girl-specific
programming, while five studies focused on youth broadly. Seven studies were systematic
reviews of experimental evidence (Temin & Heck, 2020; Catalano et al., 2019) or non-
experimental program evaluations (Alavarado et al., 2019; Unterhalter et al., 2014; Catalano et
al., 2004) and/or summaries of the findings from multiple interventions (Banati et al., 2021;
Sridharan et al., 2019). Altogether, this literature represents insights from more than 400
programs.

I read the relevant literature for evidence of practices (as opposed to specific programs)
that have a demonstrated impact on agency-related skills or beliefs. Practices include
engagement strategies, delivery mechanisms, pedagogical approaches, and types of content that
are associated with successful agency outcomes. In most cases the description of interventions
evaluated in these studies was quite short, making the identification of practices a rather straight-
forward task. Also, programs with multiple components were mostly evaluated as a whole, and
so I was unable to parse which specific practices in a multi-component program were determined
to have led to the agency outcome. As previously noted, this is a common challenge with the

program evaluation literature as whole.
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Ultimately, I found four common practices (found in 13—14 studies), and a fifth practice

found in nine out of the 23 studies that I highlight below.

1. Peer communities of support: programs that create peer communities of support,
putting youth in relationship and dialogue with one another about their lives and
challenges.

2. Soft-skills curriculum: soft skills curriculum that is structured (both in delivery and
content) and is facilitated by a trained mentor (peer or adult).

3. Student-centered pedagogy: especially project-based learning and/or hands-on
opportunities for youth engagement in their communities.

4. Positive female role model: programs offering girls the opportunity to build
relationships and engage with a positive female role model (adult or peer).

5. Critical pedagogy: Programs that utilize critical pedagogy as characterized by the

practice of critical dialogue to support girls’ self and social-awareness, critical thinking
and positive identity formation.

In addition to the five program-practice areas, two other common characteristics of
successful programs also emerged from the review. First was attention to multiple aspects of
girls’ well-being (e.g. psychosocial well-being and economic well-being) as evidenced by
engagement with multiple curricular areas (e.g. soft skills and financial literacy) and/or provision
of interventions that address girls economic, health and/or psychosocial needs (Banati et al.,
2021; Temin & Heck, 2020; Amin et al., 2016; Austrian et al., 2016; Bandiera, 2014). The
second characteristic was engagement with multiple stakeholders and/or multiple social spheres
(e.g. work in schools and homes, or engagement with girls and teachers or parents) (Temin &
Heck, 2020; Alvarado et al., 2017; Murphy-Graham & Leal, 2015; Catalano et al., 2004).

Table 1 (below) displays this synthesis of the literature—showing each practice area
along with supportive studies and their brief description. Studies not cited under a specific
practice area were excluded because the level of detail of program structure provided in the study
was insufficient to determine whether or not it fit the category. Therefore, excluded studies and

programs may also share the practice areas outlined here.
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This review provides a good foundation for understanding successful program practice
for girls’ agency as being holistic in nature and comprehensive in approach. We can see a pattern
of practices emerging (peer support, soft skills curriculum, role models, alternative pedagogies)
that are likely successful for influencing the individual-level change, coupled with an emerging
view that holistic engagement with a girls’ social setting might be important for her agentic
development. The literature does not, however, offer a clear framework for understanding a set
of practices and community engagement as necessary for producing agency in East Africa. For a

more contextualized view of girls’ program practice, | turn to empirical evidence.
9

Table 1: Literature Review
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Empirical studies that

support specific practice Year &
area for promoting girls' Geographic  Total # of
Practice Area | agency. Focus studies Description of study
Banati, Rumble, Jones, & (?1(())%)111 A summary of the evidence from 3 girls programs in Bangladesh
Hendriks (2021) (BALIKA), Jordan (Makani) and East Africa (E+E=E)
2020 Systematic review of 30 experimental and quasi-experimental evaluations
Temin & Heck (2020) Global of girl groups in LMICs
Willan, Gibbs, Shai, Ntini, 2020 Qualitative evaluation of the Stepping Stones Creating Futures program in
Petersen, & Jewkes (2020) South Africa South Africa.
Catalano, Skinner, Alvarado, 2019
Kapungu, Reavley et al. Global Systematic review of 35 experimental and quasi-experimental
(2019) evaluations of positive youth development programs (PYDs) in LMICs.
Alvarado, Kapungu, Moss, 2017
Plaut, Reavley, & Skinner Global A systematic review of 94 program evaluations of Positive Youth
(2017) Development programs in LMICs.
Amin, Ahmed, Saha, 2016 Results from the RCT of the BALIKA Life Skills project in Bangladesh
Hossain, & Haque (2016) Bangladesh and its effect on child marriage rates.
Austrian, Hewett, Soler- 2016 Midline results on the effects of the Adolescent Girls Empowerment
Peer Hampejsek, Bozzani, Africa Program RCT in Zambia on girls' empowerment (incl. self-efficacy,
Communities | Behrman, & Digitale (2016) 14 gender beliefs & health knowledge).
of Support 2016 A case study of you agency in a Youth Space PYD program amongst
Dierker (2016) US African American youth in the US.
Leventhal, K.S., DeMaria, 2016
Gillham, Andrew, Peabody & India Results from a randomized control trial on the effects of Girls' First
Leventhal S. (2016) program (India) on education and psychosocial outcomes.
Poteat, Calzo & Yoshikawa 2016 Evaluation of Gay Straight Alliance clubs in Massachusetts high schools
(2016) US for promoting youth well-being.
Shah, DeJaeghere, Josic, & 20 1.6 An examination of CARE's KGBV program for promoting gender
McCleary (2016) India equality and girls' empowerment in Gujarat, India.
2017 An ethnographic study of girls' agency in an alternative high school in
Cervantes-Soon (2017) Mexico Jaurez, Mexico.
2017
Sahni (2017) India A qualitative case study of the Prerna Girls' school in India.
Unterhalter, Arnot, Lloyd, 2014
Moletsane, Murphy-Graham, Global A systematic review of 169 girl-focused programs and their effects on
North, Parkes & Saito (2014) girls' education and gender equality.
14 See above.
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Soft skills
curriculum

Banati et al. 2021, Temin &
Heck 2020, Willan et al.
2020, Catalano et al. 2019,
Alvarado et al. 2017, Amin et
al. 2016, Austrian et al. 2016,
Dierker 2016, Leventhal et
al. 2016, Poteat et al. 2016,
Shah et al. 2016, Sahni 2017

Sridharan, Ravindranath, &
Cosentino (2019)

2019
Africa &
India

Catalano, Berglund, Ryan,
Lonczak, & Hawkins (2004)

2004
Us

An evaluation of the 23 programs in the PSIPSE girls' life skills portfolio
in sub-Saharan Africa and India

A systematic review of 77 Positive Youth Development (PYD) programs
in the US and their effect on PYD outcomes.

Positive
Female Role
Model

Banati et al. 2021, Temin &
Heck 2020, Willan et al.
2020, Catalano et al. 2019,
Alvarado et al. 2017, Amin et
al. 2016, Austrian et al. 2016,
Dierker 2016, Leventhal et
al. 2016, Poteat et al. 2016,
Shah et al. 2016, Sahni 2017

Hull, Jury, Sahni, Kirshner &
Middaugh (2015)

2015
India

13

See above.

A qualitative study of a feminist media program and its impact on girls'
agency in India.

Student-
centered

pedagogy

Banati et al. 2021, Willan et
al. 2020, Catalano et al. 2019,
Alvarado et al. 2017, Dierker
2016, Leventhal et al. 2016,
Poteat et al. 2016, Shah et al.
2016, Sahni 2017, Hull et al.
2015, Catalano et al. 2004

DeJaeghere & Lee (2011)

2011
Bangladesh

Kwon (2006)

2006
Us

13

See above.

An investigation of the conditions of marginalization and empowerment
in school settings in Bangladesh.

A study of youth activism amongst Bay Area youth of color in the US.

Critical
Pedagogy

Willan et al. 2020, Dierker
2016, DeJaeghere & Lee
2011, Kwon 2006, Sahni
2017 and Hull et al. 2015.

See above.
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2015

A study of critical peace education that draws on 3 empirical case studies

Bajaj (2015) Global in Mexico, India and the US.
2019
UsS . o . .
A series of qualitative case studies of program practices to promote Black
Morris (2019) Girls' healing and well-being in the US.
Banati et al. 2021, Temin &
Heck 2020, Alvarado et al
Engagement | 2017, Amin et al. 2016, See above.
with Multiple | Austrian et al. 2016, Catalano
Stake holders | ¢t al. 2004
Murphy-Graham & Leal 2015
(2015) Honduras Qualitative longitudinal study of girls' agency in Honduras
Addressing
Multiple
Facets of Banati et al. 2021, Temin & See above.
Well-Being | Heck 2020, Amin et al. 2016,
(e.g. Austrian et al. 2016,
psychosocial 2014 Randomized Control Trial of a girls' empowerment program in Uganda
+ Economic) | Bandiera (2014) Uganda that coupled vocational training with SRH education.
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Methodology:

Group Concept Mapping as a Tool for Participatory Theory-Building
We use Group Concept Mapping (GCM) for our empirical, theory-building exercise. This

participatory tool “enables a group of people to articulate and depict graphically a coherent
conceptual framework or model of any topic or issue of interest” (Trochim & McLinden, 2016,
p.1; Kane & Trochim, 2007). Utilizing qualitative data generated from brainstormed statements,
unstructured sort data, and rate data, GCM produces a visual geography or conceptualization of
group consensus on key thematic categories (Kane & Trochim, 2007). Sort data is analyzed
using multi-dimensional scaling and hierarchical cluster analysis to produce the visualization of
group consensus, and these are then overlayed with the participant rate data.

Each stage of data collection and analysis in GCM can be done in person or remotely,
and it can be either facilitated by the researcher or autonomously completed. Analysis produces
multiple potential “solutions” to the concept map which are intended to be discussed and revised
collaboratively with participants (Kane & Trochim, 2007). For AMPLIFY, this flexibility, ease
of engagement, and collaborative structure made concept mapping an accessible tool that could
effectively engage multiple stakeholders with a wide diversity of technical and technological
skills, and across geographic locations during a time of social distancing, international travel
bans, and isolation.

Although mostly used for evaluation, concept mapping is also useful for theory-building
(Trochim & Linton, 1986) with demonstrated use for identifying community-driven
programmatic interventions (Vaughn et al., 2013). For our purposes, we use GCM as a
conceptualization method for building a theory of program practice that articulates the pattern of

necessary program practices for producing an outcome (Trochim & Linton, 1985, p. 584). This
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application of GCM to theory, “should be based on both the consistency of the theory with social
science knowledge and with the experiences and conjectures of constituencies that are directly
familiar with the phenomenon in question” (Trochim & Linton, 1985, p. 586). To address these
requirements, [ construct our theory using data derived from key stakeholders of the AMPLIFY
collective (and primarily community leaders), and then triangulate their expertise with what we

now know from the practice literature about programs that improve girls’ agency.

External Validity
Group Concept Mapping is also unique because it facilitates group conceptualization across a

wide diversity of participant backgrounds. Such sampling for “heterogeneity” is one way to
address the problem of cross-country generalizability. Cook and Campbell urge differentiation
between generalizing “to” a well-specified population versus “across” populations in
experimental research, warning that studies can easily conflate the former with the latter (1979,
p. 71). In East Africa, only an internationally representative sample and related sub-population
analysis would achieve the ability to generalize experimental findings across national borders.
Such a sample size is practically impossible to achieve, both because resources are scarce and
also because programs in girls’ education rarely reach such a large population.

Instead, researchers and practitioners need to look to alternative methods for bolstering
external validity through proximal similarity modelling (Trochim, Donnelly, & Arora, 2016, p.
84) and purposive sampling strategies (Cook & Campbell, 1979). In our case we use Group
Concept Mapping to intentionally represent the lines of diversity found across the region,
whether they are institutional (Hanushek, 2021), socio-cultural (Murphy-Graham & Leal, 2015),
or contextual (Klocker, 2016). We achieve this through the diversity of the AMPLIFY
membership whose communities are located in four countries with distinct institutional settings,

and whose populations represent rural, urban, and peri-urban communities that are engaged in
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farming, pastoralism, and/or casual day labor, with a wide representation of religious beliefs

(Muslim, Christian, and indigenous) and ethnic and linguistic groups.

Participant Description
Participants fall into one of four categories of key stakeholders: AMPLIFY members

(founders/executive directors of AMPLIFY partner organizations and/or their lead program
staff), AMPLIFY staff (employees of the AMPLIFY Girls organization), AMPLIFY donors
(both small and large private foundations based in the US but operating in multiple countries)
and the researcher (myself). AMPLIFY organizations determined who would serve as a
“participant” from each of their teams, while AMPLIFY’s fulltime staff (three participants) and
the researcher (at members’ request) were also invited to participate. AMPLIFY staff identified a
small cohort of AMPLIFY’s most important donors and invited them to participate also.

Participant categories are not monolithic. First, whereas AMPLIFY “members” largely
describes East African leaders based in the communities where their organizations operate, in
four cases “members” were North Americans collaborating with East African co-leads (3) or
working under an East African employer (1). In all four of these cases the East African
leader/employer was also invited to the study, and in two instances they also participated. Five
member-participants also serve as board members of AMPLIFY Girls.

Donor organizations ranged in size from small family foundations to large private
international foundations operating around the world. In all cases, donors were focused on
funding efforts to support women and adolescent girls. Two of the donor participants were also
East African, the rest North American. Lastly, AMPLIFY staff (three) were North American

(one) and East African (two) and located in both geographic locations. Table 2 provides a
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breakdown of participants by category of stakeholder, the number invited and the number who

actually participated.

Table 2 Participants by Type

Participants by Type
# .. # of
invited # participated organizations

Members 24 19 17
Staff 3 2 1
Donors 10 8 6
Researcher 1 1 N/A
Total 38 30 24

Group Concept Mapping Process
Concept mapping was conducted in five stages for this study (corresponding to stages 2—5 in

Kane & Trochim, 2007): 1. Idea generation, 2. Idea synthesis, 3. Idea sorting and rating, 4.
Analysis, and 5. Interpretation. Data collection was carried out in person and online between
August 2019 and May 2020. Idea sorting and rating and data analysis (stages 3—4) were carried
out online using Group Wisdom software.?® Idea generation and synthesis was conducted in
August 2019 in Nairobi in person for members, and via email for all donors but one who also
attended the in-person meeting. Interpretation was originally intended to be an in-person
workshop, but due to the COVID-19 pandemic this was also conducted online in a two-hour long
meeting with AMPLIFY members, in May 2020.

In order to improve the external validity of the results through intentional heterogeneity
of ideas and participants (Trochim & Linton, 1986), both AMPLIFY members and donors were

included in the first and most important stage: generation of ideas. However, in order to preserve

28 Group Wisdom software is provided courtesy of Concept Systems Inc.
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the privileging of local expertise (Brisolara et al., 2014), AMPLIFY members’ feedback led the
interpretation stage of the research and their rate-data was the only data used for production of
the final concept map solution. Donors were asked to participate in all three stages of data
collection, but their rate data was used as a point of comparison only.

AMPLIFY staff (just two people) and myself participated in sorting and rating, but,
similar to donors, staff/researcher rate data was used for additional comparative analysis, not to
produce the final map. Although members and donors contributed to the field of ideas through
brainstorming, members’ data made up 87% of the final statement set used in concept mapping.
Below is a brief description of the procedure in each stage. A detailed view of who participated

in each stage of data collection by constituency is displayed in Table 3.

Table 3 Participants by Stage of Data Collection

Participants by Stage of Data Collection

Brainstorm Sorting Rating
Members 18 15 17
Donors 7 4 5
Staff not invited 2 2
Researcher not invited 1 1
Total 25 22 25

Stage 1: Ildea generation. Members and donors were asked to brainstorm an exhaustive list of
responses to the question what program components lead to success for girls? This organizing
question was generated collaboratively with member participants, based on a year of evaluation
discussions in which “agency,” had repeatedly been identified by organizations as a key indicator
of girls’ holistic success. Response statements were recorded on paper by each participant
attending an in-person meeting of the collective in August 2020 and were later input into an

excel spreadsheet. Donors not in attendance contributed their statements via email, which were
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added to the spreadsheet. Brainstorming generated a total of 406 individual statements from 26

participants (18 members and 6 donors).

Stage 2: Idea Synthesis. Statement data was “cleaned” to ensure that each statement represented
a single, unique, response. Statement data was synthesized in five rounds. In the first round,
statements were evaluated for repetition only and those statements that were identically repetitive
were dropped (this initially reduced the list by approximately 100 statements). Later rounds of
synthesis involved thematic coding of each statement by key word and sorting statements based
on code, which then allowed statements that were alike to be identified and evaluated for
repetition, overlap, or multiple components. Statements that overlapped were re-written to
represent single, unique domains, those that contained multiple ideas were separated into two or
more statements, and those that were repetitive were dropped. Idea synthesis reduced the total

number of statements from 406 to 123.

Stage 3: Idea sorting and rating. Sort-rate participants read each of the final 123 statements and
sorted them into piles representing conceptual categories that made sense to the participant. Once
sorted, participants were encouraged to provide a “title” for each pile that represented its
contents. After sorting, participants rated each statement on a scale of 1-5 (where 1 indicates
“not important” and 5 indicates “essential”’) according to the following prompt: how important is

this component to improving girls” agency?

Stages 4 and 5: Analysis and Interpretation. Sort data was aggregated into a similarity matrix

representing the frequency with which each statement was sorted together with another. This
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similarity matrix was analyzed using two-dimensional multidimensional scaling (MDS) to
produce a “point map” with each point representing a statement, and its location on the map
determined in spatial relativity to how often it was sorted with the other statements (Kane &
Trochim, 2007, p.92-93). In other words, two points appearing close together were sorted
together more frequently by participants, and therefore are viewed as more conceptually related
by participants, whereas points farthest apart from each other on the map were rarely (if at all)
sorted into the same pile. A stress value for the point map was calculated to roughly indicate the
extent to which the map accurately captured in two-dimensional space the sort data produced.

Next, the point map was grouped into thematic categories using hierarchical cluster
analysis specified with Ward’s method, which is an agglomerative cluster analysis approach that
produces as many clusters as there are points in the data (Kane & Trochim, 2007, p. 99). Thus
sense-making of cluster maps really depends on the researcher and participant feedback. I
reviewed possible cluster solutions to the map and presented the three most “interpretable”
versions of the map to members (6-cluster solution, 7-cluster solution, and 8-cluster solution) at
an online meeting.

I determined “interpretability” based on the balance of complexity and simplicity which
the map showed for building a theory of practice, and for the coherence of the clusters. As
clusters got larger, for example, their statement contents became less thematically coherent.
Conversely, as clusters got smaller, they became repetitive, with multiple clusters representing
very similar categories of practices. The three Cluster-Map solutions presented to members for
discussion represented a middle ground that was neither too repetitive nor too incoherent.

Once a final cluster solution was selected by members, clusters were overlayed with

participant rate data to produce a Cluster-Rating Map. Each cluster on the Cluster-Rating Map
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has between one and five “layers” that corresponds to the average rating aggregated from all
points in the cluster, showing visually each thematic category of practice and its relative
importance for improving girls’ agency. Several Cluster-Rating Maps were considered, including
those with members’ rating data only, those with donor rating only, and those with combined
ratings. | found substantial discrepancy between members’ rating and donors’, and so specified
the final cluster-rating map with rate data from members only, intentionally privileging
practitioner expertise.

All clusters were initially labeled using key words from participants’ own titles of
conceptual piles during sorting. Words that most frequently appeared in the pile titles of a given
cluster, were identified by the Group Wisdom software and put together as labels for each
cluster. In some cases these labels clearly described the content of each cluster but in others, the
labels were vague and hard to interpret. Thus, cluster labels were reviewed by participants for
interpretability and new labels were suggested. I also conducted a thematic analysis of the
statements within each cluster, grouping statements into key “practice areas,” which contributed
to the refinement of three cluster labels to more accurately capture thematic content. Finally, I
analyzed the “conceptual fit” of clusters by calculating and reviewing the bridging values for
each statement and cluster, and by reviewing the thematic categories of practices that emerged in

each cluster after thematic coding.

Results
Cluster-Rating Map: Seven Categories of Practices for Improving Agency

112



Cluster Legend

Layer Value

3.67103.83
3.83103.99
3.99t04.15
4.15t04.31
43110447

o os W N =

s 04

#6. Job Readiness&Post-Secondary Transitions

Figure 1: Final Cluster-Rating Map-Practices that Improve Girls’ Agency

In workshop discussion with member-participants, consensus was quickly reached that the 7-
cluster solution of the map best represented the field of practices of the group. The 7 cluster-
rating map is displayed in Figure 1. Each numbered point on the map corresponds to a specific
statement generated by participants and its location is represented in two-dimensional spatial
proximity to those most conceptually related or distant from it. The boundaried clusters and
corresponding titles show thematic categories of practice as determined by a combination of
hierarchical cluster analysis and qualitative review by participants. Each cluster also has 1-5
layers which represent the average importance rating given to statements in the cluster for girls
agency. In other words, statements in clusters with more layers had a higher average importance
rating for agency than those with fewer. Overall, the cluster-rating map shows seven thematic

categories of practices for improving girls’ agency, each with a different “importance” rating.
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Standard deviations for each cluster’s rating scores were also calculated. Cluster #1—
Girls’ Health (average rating score 4.47/5, 0 = .21)—followed by cluster #2—Quality Education
(average rating 4.15, 0 = .32)—were identified as most important for girls’ agency. The next
three clusters had near-equal rating and slightly higher standard deviations: Cluster #3:
Community Resilience & Norm Change (4.08, o = .38). Cluster #4: Life Skills/SEL (Social
Emotional Learning) (4.07, ¢ = .33), and Cluster #5: Advocacy (4.07, ¢ = .37). Cluster #6—
Job Readiness and Post-Secondary Transitions—had an average rating of 3.86 (¢ = .31),
followed by cluster #7. Family resilience (3.67, ¢ = .33).

The associated point map for the 7-cluster solution had a reported stress value of .3197.
Kane & Trochim suggest a range of .205-.365 as “‘common” for 95% of Concept Mapping
exercises (2007, p. 98). The stress value can be interpreted as a rough indicator of how well the
map represents the complexity of the data in a bivariate plot. A stress value of .3197 is on the
higher end of the range, indicating that there are likely some areas of the map where there is less
consensus on conceptual relationships amongst the participants and where the MDS operation
did not precisely represent participant data. Some amount of “error” in the visual representation
of conceptual categories is to be expected given the diversity of programs, participants, and
geographic locations represented in the study, and can be better understood by examining the
conceptual fit of each cluster and its associated statements.

In order to dig deeper on the question of “accurate” representation, I examined bridging
values and conducted a qualitative thematic coding of practices in each cluster. Bridging values
are a rough indicator of whether a statement was placed in its current location on the map
because of the high frequency with which it was sorted with the statements immediately

surrounding it or whether it was placed in an intermediate position because it was sorted at a
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low-to-medium frequency with the more distant statements on either side of it (Kane & Trochim,
2007). Thus, clusters with a low average bridging value usually represent a more conceptually
bounded cluster than the others. The specific practice categories making up each cluster
(identified through qualitative coding), the associated bridging values and rating of each
statement and cluster can be viewed in Table 4 (in the appendix). In clusters with higher average
bridging values and less thematic clarity there are typically one or two statements that seem
“misplaced.” These are noted with an (**) in Table 4.

At first glance, the bridging values and qualitative analysis seem to indicate that the Life
Skills/SEL cluster (average bridging value of .28), Girls’ Health (average bridging value of .13),
and Job Readiness and Post-Secondary Transitions (average bridging value of .26) are tightly-
bounded conceptual categories of practices. Girls” Health was originally named “Improving SRH
outcomes and understanding,” a title derived from participants’ pile titles during sorting. After
qualitative coding of practice types, I simplified this title to “Girls’ Health” because the
statements contained in the cluster related to either direct provision of health services to girls, or
health education (usually in the area of sexual and reproductive health and gender-based violence
awareness and prevention). In this cluster there is no single statement with a bridging value
above .22 and all the statements have a clear relationship to promoting and maintaining “girls’
health.”

Similar conceptual clarity can be found in the Life Skills/SEL and Job Readiness and
Post-Secondary Transitions cluster, where I identified four distinct types of practices in each
cluster which were all closely related to the cluster title: soft skills training, opportunities to

practice soft skills, provision of mentors or mentoring relationships, and peer communities of
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support. Similarly, the Job Readiness cluster included four practice categories: job skills training,
vocational training, exposure to careers, and post-secondary transitions support.

Community Resilience & Norms Change both had a high average bridging value (.45)
and a relatively high average rating (4.08 or “very important,” standard deviation .38). After
thematic coding of statements, the types of practices emerging from this cluster make better
theoretical sense, involving activities and initiatives that would make communities “better able to
support girls’ needs, and rights.” Herein we see three primary categories of practices: 1. Support
for girls’ needs (physical needs as well as social emotional needs), 2. Sensitization for
communities, girls, and boys on harmful gender norms, gender-based violence and girls’ rights,
and 3. Legal support protecting girls’ rights. Implicit here is the idea that attending to normative
change goes hand in hand with providing girls the resources they need to lead safe, healthy lives.
I interpret high bridging values in this cluster as indicative of the fact that the target group of
suggested interventions are diverse (including girls themselves, boys and men, community
leaders and parents) as are the types of needs addressed (basic needs, legal rights, awareness,
etc.).

Advocacy occupies both the physical middle ground of the cluster map as well as the
theoretical middle ground bridging Soft Skills/SEL to Community/Norm Change. After
qualitative coding, I found the statements in the Advocacy Cluster to be related to two different
types of “opportunities” for girls: opportunities for girls to engage with their communities
(school and home) and opportunities for them to learn about and celebrate themselves and their
rights in a safe setting. In later iterations of this map, I changed the name from “Advocacy” to

“Opportunities to Engage,” based on the thematic codes.
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Although it is straightforward in title, Cluster #2, Quality Education, takes a holistic view
of education. Thematic coding produced four categories of practices: 1. initiatives to improve
school quality through infrastructure and better, more diverse, academic offerings, 2. programs to
make schools more accessible to girls through learning materials and scholarships, 3. improved
pedagogy and 4. teacher training. Notably, a number of practices grouped here refer to training
teachers to utilize a better pedagogy—one that is responsive to gender and is student-centered.
The original title of this cluster given by partners was “Better Schools, Better Pedagogy,” which

was changed to “Quality Education” at the virtual workshop by AMPLIFY member-participants.

Interpreting Cluster-Ratings
While there is some variation of rating scores between clusters, the lowest average cluster rating

is 3.67 (Family Resilience) and the highest is 4.47 (Girls Health). Both the highest and the lowest
scores indicate that the practices were viewed by participants as important for agency, where a
score of “3” denotes “somewhat important,” a score of “4” indicates “very important,” and a
score of “5” indicates “essential.” One way to interpret this small range of rate values is that all
practice categories represented on the map are important for girls’ agency, but that no single area
of practice is “essential” on its own, suggesting a holistic approach to girls’ agency. However,
given that these ratings did not use a forced ranking system, it is hard to find this interpretation
conclusive. To get a sense of the extent to which these ratings represent group consensus, I
examined the relative rank of each cluster (as indicated by average cluster ratings) by country
and by participant category.

Table 5 shows a quick comparison of relative rank of clusters and average cluster ratings
across categories of participants. Column 1 shows the average cluster rank (and corresponding

average rating) of the final concept map in Figure 1, while columns 2—5 show a country-level
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breakdown of relative rankings. Columns 6 and 7 show data for staff and the researcher, as well

as donors, that were not included in the final cluster-rating solution.

Table 5 Average Cluster Rank by Participant Category

Average Cluster Rating and Cluster Rank by Participant Category

Cluster Tanzania Kenya Rwanda  Uganda Staff & Donors

Map Research
er

Cluster Name n=17 n=4 n=6 n=4 n=3 n=3 n=5
Girls Health #1(4.47) #1(4.29) #1(4.59) #1475 #1(4.14) #1(4.12) #2(3.88)
Quality #2(4.15) #2(4.15) #5(4.16) #2(4.51) #4(3.69) #4(3.76) #4(3.77)
Education
Community #3(4.08) #5(3.87) #3(4.19) #3(4.43) #2(3.73) #3(3.78) #3(3.83)
Resilience/Norms
Life Skills/SEL #4(4.07) #4(3.89) #4(4.17) #4(4.39) #3(3.71) #2(3.90) #1(3.93)
Advocacy #5(4.07) #3(4.04) #2(4.24) #6(4.15) #5(3.67) #5(3.67) #5(3.77)

Job Readiness &  #6 (3.86) #6 (3.78) #6 (3.87) #5(4.22) #6(3.50) #6(3.44) #7(3.39)
Post-Secondary

Transitions

Family #7(3.67) #7(3.41) #7(3.79) #7(3.90) #7(3.48) #7(2.88) #6(3.40)
Resilience

The table shows consensus amongst participants from different countries on the relative
importance of Girls’ Health (#1) and Family Resilience (#7), and near-consensus on Life
Skills/SEL in position #4 and Job Readiness & Post-Secondary Transitions in position #6.
However, relative rankings vary a good deal between countries for three clusters (Quality
Education, Advocacy, Community Resilience and Norms) indicating that the importance of these
practice categories vary based on locale. Staff/researcher ratings were very similar to AMPLIFY
participants’ overall ratings, while Donor ratings were very different—producing a #1 rank for

Life Skills/SEL, which held 4th position for AMPLIFY participants.
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Triangulating Findings with the Literature
The findings presented herein confirm and expand on what the literature communicates about

best practices for improving girls’ agency. Practices gleaned from the literature review (Table 1)
are found represented in the thematic practice categories of the final Concept Map. The most
frequently-appearing literature-identified practice is student-centered pedagogy, which is located
in at least three of the seven clusters of practices on our Concept Map, including Quality
Education (where “student centered pedagogy” appears as a stand-alone statement), Girls’ Health
(where peer mentoring and girl-led trainings in SRH were identified in 3 statements), and of
course in Life Skills/SEL where peer-led curriculum and opportunities for girls to practice soft
skills reflect a student-centered ethos.

Structured and facilitated soft skills curriculum is articulated clearly in the Life
Skills/SEL cluster, as are female role models and peer communities of support, which were also
identified as thematic categories of practice in the Soft Skills cluster. Although less obviously
featured, practices that might include critical pedagogy appeared in Girls’ Health in statements
such as “SRH programs for girls that address gender and power,” and in the Quality Education
cluster in statements calling for alternative teacher training or alternative pedagogical
approaches.

The principal of holistic care is represented clearly in the Concept Map, where clusters on
the left side represent one of the three social spheres (community, family, and school) and within
each of these three clusters multiple stakeholders are identified, including parents, teachers,
boys/men, and community leaders. On the right side of the map, members seem to articulate a
vision for providing care for multiple aspects of girls’ well-being in clusters addressing girls’
physical well-being, social-emotional well-being, and financial well-being (Girls’ Health, Life

Skills/SEL and Job Readiness).
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Such holism echoes the literature and the view of youth development as a “process”
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1994) engaging multiple stakeholders, multiple social spheres, and
attending to multiple facets of girls’ well-being (Banati et al., 2021; Temin & Heck, 2020;
Murphy-Graham and Leal, 2015; and Catalano et al., 2004). In a review of 94 positive youth
development (PYD) programs in LMICs, Alvarado et al. found that most PYD programs
engaged community members and youth and were implemented in multiple social settings
(2017). This echoed Catalano et al.’s study of PYD programs in the US, which found that
programs operating in multiple social domains were able to address a broader range of youth
outcomes (Catalano et al., 2004).

The divide between social spheres on the left and individual well-being on the right
mirrors Benson’s distinction of “external” and “internal” assets (2003, 2011). Unlike Benson,
however, where internal assets are characterized by the traits, attitudes, values, and competencies
that support adolescent well-being and external assets cross multiple social spheres (2011, p.
199-200), AMPLIFY’s framework ties internal assets to specific spheres of well-being (health,
financial, social, emotional), and external assets are linked to the specific social contexts of
community, school, and family. On this view, advocacy can be interpreted as a “bridging
category”—one that links internal to external assets through a set of opportunities for a girl to
engage meaningfully with the different social spheres while exercising the skills and capacities

she has developed from the practices attending to her well-being.

Discussion
Synthesizing Learning into Theory
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Figure 2: Draft Theory of Practice for Improving Girls’ Agency
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In Figure 2 I translate the Cluster-Rating Map (see Figure 1) into a community-driven draft

Theory of Practice for Improving Girls’ Agency. I do this by standardizing the size of each

cluster and dividing the map into two sections—i.e. clusters that focus on internal versus external

assets (Benson, 2003). I then re-title each cluster based on either the social sphere (community,

family, or school) or the realm of well-being (health, financial, or social-emotional) that is the

primary target of the practices in each category. Next to each sphere is the list of extracted

practice categories in each cluster that address the needs of girls in each setting or in each area of

wellness (derived from thematic coding).
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Social spheres and realms of well-being more or less correspond to the external and
internal assets proposed by youth development practitioners (Benson, 2003; Damon & Gregory,
2003). But instead of “infrastructures,” our map proposes three areas of necessary engagement
with girls’ social settings. Within each social sphere on the map there are practices that are
individually targeted (that is, they support a girl in the specified setting) or that target key
stakeholders in a girl’s community by improving the setting through engagement with parents,
teachers, community leaders, and school buildings, etc. Herein we see an explicit
acknowledgement that success for girls means they must have the tools to navigate their social
settings and that social settings must shift to be more supportive of a girl’s needs and rights.
Social spheres and well-being clusters are tied together by the middle cluster, “opportunities to
engage,” in which girls are given the opportunity to practice what they’ve learned from

programming in an area of well-being and to deploy this in one of their social settings.

Importance of Girls’ Health
Our Concept Map also shows some important departures from, and expansion on, the literature,

notably the emphasis given to Girls’ Health in terms of both services and health education. While
a few studies evaluate the impact of health services in connection to a life skills curriculum (e.g.
Austrian et al., 2016), most studies in our review consider health education to be part of, rather
than distinct from, soft skills programs. This conflation of two distinct content areas has
potentially contributed to the under-valuing of the importance of girls’ health to agency and the
lack of consensus on life-skills content more broadly in the sector (Murphy-Graham & Lloyd,
2016). Often, we find girls’ education initiatives tackling either health or quality education, and

only informal programs such as life skills curricula bridge the divide between the two.
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Community experts clearly articulate that girls’ health should be a top priority of programs

addressing their agency, and that it should go hand in hand with quality education.

Making Social Settings More Supportive for Girls and Addressing Her Holistic Well-Being
Secondly, approaches to improving girls’ agency must ensure that the primary social settings in

which girls’ lives unfold are characterized by some basic understanding and support for girls’
rights and needs. This includes legal supports, material support, and community, school and
family settings that are engaged in the work of deconstructing harmful gender norms and of
making these spaces more supportive of girls.

Lastly, replicating success means preparing girls with the skills and knowledge that they
need to develop agency-related skills (self-governance, leadership, self-beliefs, etc.), but also
with skills related to two other aspects of their well-being: health and financial independence.
Program practice has long understood the former point, but it is only recently beginning to
acknowledge that the necessary skills for a girl’s agentic development must address her physical
and financial health in addition to her social-emotional well-being. Skills-based learning should
go hand in hand with safe opportunities to engage in girl-led activities where girls are able to use

their skills for broader engagement with their communities and families.

Contribution of the Method & Theory for Driving Practice
I began this paper by arguing that the field of practice requires replicable context-inclusive

theories rather than replicable program interventions. Whereas experimental research largely
seeks to isolate a set of factors (e.g. program interventions) and prove their impact, both recent
evidence (Hanushek, 2021; Buehren, 2017; Klocker, 2016; Murphy Graham & Leal, 2015) and

logic suggest that those factors exist within a broader environment which influences their effects.
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Thus experimental evaluations must be combined with methods that increase external validity
and, specifically, cross-country or cross-population generalizability.

Group Concept Mapping as a theory-building method offers several advantages to
experimental methods for identification of best practices. Firstly, there is the opportunity to
sample for heterogeneity and approach generalizability using alternative approaches to sampling
(Cook & Campbell, 1979), since the complexity of securing a representative sampling from an
international population poses serious practical problems. The heterogeneity represented by our
sample population arguably makes a better case for the generalizability of our theory of practice
to adolescent girl populations growing up in resource-limited settings in study countries than
RCT results from a single country.

Second, the method is participatory, and offers a way to center local practitioner expertise
and Southern leaders in practice conversations about how to serve their communities. This
results in more robust and localized conceptualizations of practice, while undermining traditional
power hierarchies in terms of who is “qualified to know” (Brisolara 2014). Finally, Group
Concept Mapping is designed as a conceptualization method, which makes it a valuable tool for
theorizing “categories” of practices as opposed to specific interventions. In this way it is a more

natural method for developing an “ecosystems” approach to questions of youth development.

Limitations
Our exercise did not, however, provide specific or conclusive information about how certain

structural constraints vary country to country, but rather provided clues in terms of variable rate-
data that such variation did in fact exist. Other methods might better support the identification of
discrete environmental constraints through contextual analysis, such as social decomposition,
which examines the variability of phenomenon across a population to identify the underlying

drivers of social change (Eloundou-Enyegue, Giroux, & Tenikue, 2021), or multi-level
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modeling, which supports the identification of group-level or community level “effects” on
outcomes at the macro level. These alternatives, however, are not suitable for producing a
holistic view of context, but rather for identifying singular or macro-level contextual
contributors.

Group Concept Mapping, as I’ve deployed it in this study, also doesn’t tell us much about
within-country variation, although using a different sampling strategy and a larger sample size
within each country does give Group Concept Mapping the potential to provide some of this
insight. Furthermore, while my analysis theorizes what categories of practice are important for
girls’ agency, it does not explain how or why these categories matter—in other words, it does not
offer a theory of causal mechanism or causal complexity. For these explanations we require
qualitative inquiry with girls and implementers about how programs work and how they are
affected by contextual factors. In fact, I argue that qualitative investigations into causal
complexity would be a natural extension of this research and would help fill in the theoretical
picture of girls’ agency program practice.

Although this study centered the needs of adolescent girls in the inquiry (Brisolara,
2014), I fail to include girls’ own voices, instead trusting the practitioners who work with girls to
represent their needs. This is a clear limitation of the study. More research is needed to
understand and clearly articulate the specific aspects of context in each social sphere that matter
for girls’ agency and to gain a more detailed view of how these interact with each other and with
girls’ well-being. Girls themselves are best positioned to offer this detail, and I recommend direct
engagement with girls as a priority for further study. Participants’ views on the subject of best
practice would help to strengthen and refine the theory proposed through triangulation of

knowledge with practitioners.
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Conclusion: Theory as a Heuristic for Replicating Outcomes
In this paper I offer a draft theory for improving girls’ agency as a heuristic tool that can be used

by program practitioners to guide program design for replicating girls’ agency outcomes, and for
testing the effects of these program designs locally and/or regionally. The theory suggests that
programs which engage with multiple social spheres (school, community, and family) and attend
to multiple facets of girls’ well-being (e.g. financial, health, psychosocial) will increase agency
outcomes. Girls’ Health is a top priority for agency, although the relative importance of other
programmatic areas is less clear and likely variable based on context. Accordingly, which social
spheres and aspects of well-being yield the biggest effect, and, further, which program practices
within each sphere are most important and in which settings, are questions that require further
research and localized testing.

I urge further research that would test this theory’s internal validity for multiple
geographies, and qualitative inquiry with girls, that might shed light on how these categories of
practices interact with each other to produce agency. Such investigation of causal complexity
will necessitate a wider range of methodological tools beyond experimental studies, and a
conceptual shift away from scalable one-size-fits-all programs. Practitioners and policy makers
should pair the more traditional tools for producing internally valid “evidence” with methods that
build a stronger and more explicit case for cross-country generalizability, and which offer
opportunities for the contribution of local expertise. Girls’ specific, gendered, and contextualized
needs require that we bring local thinking and practitioner-driven theory to bear on the question

of “best practice.”

126



Table 4 Clusters Statements with Practice Area, Rating and Bridging Values

State#ment Statements Practice Area Rating B{;:lgul :g
Cluster name: Improving SRH outcomes and Avg 4.47 Avg 0.13
understanding.

4 access to healthcare services health services 4.82 0.1
25 Health and sanitation training for girls health training 4.69 0.11
41 access to youth-friendly family planning and SRH health services 453 0

services '
42 menstrual hygiene supplies provision health services 4.73 0.14
43 education about responsible/safe sex health training 4.47 0.07
44 psychological support-counselling & other mental health |health services 435 0.22
services ' )

59 menstrual health training health training 4.65 0.22
77 HIV/AIDS testing and counselling health services 438 0.08
79 SRH training for girls including family planning health training 4.56 0.11

safe forums to discuss difficult topics and to debunk health training

88 stereotypes about sex, health and reproduction. 4.29 0.23
99 girl-led SRH trainings health training 4.19 0.19
101 peer to peer mentoring in SRH health training 4.13 0.17
l0p  [programs that sensitize boys on SRH issues le;l;h training for 429 0.16
112 SRH programs for girls that address gender & power health training 4.53 0.1

Cluster name: Better Schools, better pedagogy Avg 4.15 Avg 0.32

5 access to computers or laptops school quality 425 0.28

(offerings) ' )

14 guidance and counseling to understand options beyond  |school quality 435 0.74

high school (offerings) ' )

19 scholarships to attend school accessibility 4.82 0.25

provision of learning and school materials (e.g. textbooks,accessibility
20 notebooks, pens, school uniforms) 4.18 0.22
33 academic counseling (Tracking progress, and identifying |school quality 429 02
student challenges) (offerings) ' '
monetary support to schools (e.g. hiring teachers) school quality
34 (infrastructure) 341 0.27
35 parent engagement in student academic progress school quality 4.33 0.47
65 teacher training to work with girls with disabilities teacher training 4 0.45
69 income generating opportunities for girls school quality 406 0.4
(offerings) ' )
70 academic tutoring school quality 419 021
(offerings) ' )
7 low student-teacher ratio sphool quality 3.59 0.13
(infrastructure)
access to the internet school quality
75 (infrastructure) 4.24 045
96 student-centered pedagogy better pedagogy 421 0.14
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teacher training that explicitly discusses dissects, and

teacher training

109 seeks to change gender social norms 4.18 0.33
114  |girl-friendly curriculum (gender responsive pedagogy) |better pedagogy 4.18 0.29
Cluster name: Life Skills/ SEL Training in Schools Avg 4.07 Avg 0.28
1 self-awareness curriculum soft skills training 4.24 0.28
8 sports for teaching life skills (confidence, conflict soft skills training 3.69 0.34
resolution, etc.) ) )
10 public speaking skills development soft skills training 4.19 0.28
18 conflict resolution training soft skills training 3.82 0.36
21 leadership trainings soft skills training 4.41 0.14
23 self-acceptance and confidence building programming  [soft skills training 4.76 033
30 training for girls in political campaigning soft skills training 3.12 0.17
3] political advocacy & lobbying training for girls soft skills training 3.53 0.43
37 goal setting and goal planning training soft skills training 4.18 0.19
39 training in empathy and the value of giving back soft skills training 406 0.25
(volunteerism) ' )
opportunities to engage in personal story telling opportunities to
45 ractice skills 3.82 0.33
52 personal effectiveness and life planning training soft skills training 4.06 0.15
55 training in effective communication skills soft skills training 438 0.2
56 negotiation skills training soft skills training 4.06 0.19
60 exposure to inspirational speakers role models 3.88 0.19
61 opportunities to speak publicly and show confidence opportunities to 413 0.16
ractice skills ) )
opportunities to mentor others opportunities to
o4 ractice skills 4.07 0.11
68 peer to peer communities of support peer communities 4 0.37
73 alumnae role models for girls mentors/role models 4 0.22
81 sports for physical wellness programs health** 3.65 0.66
) peer to peer mentoring in psychosocial support peer communities 4.12 0.44
g4 opportunities to take on leadership roles opportunities to 4 44 0.14
ractice skills ) )
programming to promote critical thinking and problem  [soft skills training
87 solving skills development 4.44 0.23
90 opportunities to be mentored by educated women mentors/role models 4.5 0.14
97 program that focus on resilience soft skills training 424 0.35
98 self-defense training soft skills training 3.88 0.5
performing arts for building positive self-beliefs (self- soft skills training
106 esteem, confidence, self-efficacy) 4.06 0.34
exposure to women and women role-models in non- mentors/role models
108 traditional roles 4.38 0.18
121 opportunities to practice good decision-making opportunities to 425 0.27
ractice skills ) )
122 mindfulness and well-being training soft skills training 3.94 0.49
Cluster name: Advocacy Avg 4.07 Avg 0.34
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community service opportunities

opportunities to

11 3.76 0.32
engage
13 opportunities for girls to teach in their schools and opportunities to 406 03
communities engage ' )
29 parents training in psychosocial support for their girls parent training** 3.81 0.44
safe space for girls opportunities for girls
63 to learn about 4.53 0.34
themselves and rights
93 events to celebrate girl-hood opportunities to 3.65 0.32
engage
104 programs that engage girls during school breaks opportunities to 406 031
engage
teach girls their rights and laws that protect them opportunities for girls
118 to learn about 4.59 0.35
themselves and rights
Cluster name: Community/Norms Change Avg 4.08 Avg 0.45
24 child care provision for teen mothers :ilr[i};)ort for pregnant 3.69 0.46
shelter/accommodation, clothing and other basic needs  |support for girls' basic
46 for vulnerable students needs 4.31 0.37
47 family mediation services support for families 3 0.62
50 household visits support for families 3.53 0.46
51 advocacy on behalf of girls for their rights protection legal support 4.47 0.57
66 training/sensitization with local leaders on girls' issues sensﬂma‘qgn for 424 0.53
communities
programs that ensure girls access to food & healthy support for girls' basic
76 nutrition (school feeding programs, etc.) needs 4.19 0.53
78 clean water provision for girls' households support for families 431 0.43
basic needs
80 mosquito net provision for malaria prevention ilégg:rt for girls' basic 3.69 0.44
programs in communities that explicitly address harmful [sensitization for
94 ”» 4.35 0.41
gender norms communities
103 safe space for girls to live during school breaks support for girls' basic 373 036
needs
105 community center support for fgrr.nlles 3.56 06
and communities
performing arts for delivering important information re. |sensitization for
107 SRH, GBV and gender norms communities 3.75 0.44
GBV awareness and prevention programs for girls that  |sensitization for girls
111 explicitly addresses gender and power 4.53 0.51
programs for men and boys that explicitly address sensitization for
113 harmful gender norms & GBYV prevention communities 4.35 0.36
115 policies protecting girls from violence in school legal support for girls 4.69 0.41
116 policies de-stigmatizing sharing reproductive information |legal support 429 0.39
at school
119  [aceess to services for GBV ilégg:rt for girls basic 441 0.26
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programs that build awareness in communities for

sensitization for

120 supporting girls' health, growth, education and well-being communities 4.38 0.43
123 girl-led advocacy campaigns in communities sensitization for 406 0.47
communities ' )
Cluster name: Job readiness - Transitions Avg 3.72 Avg 3.86 Avg 0.26

2 curriculum in tech skills & computer science job skills training 3.71 0.26

3 internships or apprenticeships in industry vocational training 3.82 0.17

opportunities ' )

6 hands-on vocational training in various industries vocational training 3.4 0.17
(including STEM fields) opportunities ' )
entrepreneurship training for girls job skills training 4.24 0.29
fine arts skills development job skills training 3.19 0.34

12 exposure to international exchange/interaction exposure 3.24 0.39

15 student exposure tours to universities, places of exposure 3.88 0.24
employment, and historic sites ) )

16 english fluency classes job skills training 3.81 0.29

17 computer skills training job skills training 4.24 0.24

22 coaching girls through university applications transitions support 4.13 0.31

32 career exposure--career fair, career visits exposure 4.06 0.15

36 teacher training in mentoring and psychosocial support to [transitions support 3.94 0.38
students ' )

38 training on labor market and different skills required for |job skills training 3.94 0.23
different jobs ' )

40 opportunities to engage in and execute entrepreneurship |job skills training 4.18 0.24

53 support identifying and applying for jobs transitions support 4.13 0.28

54 employability skills training job skills training 4.25 0.28
savings, budgeting and money management training for [job skills training

57 girls 3.87 0.29

58 artisan skills training-making things to sell/reusable pads [job skills training 3.41 0.4

62 consistency of engagement (weekly meetings) 3.82 0.29

85 training for girls in agriculture and gardening job skills training 3.41 0.18
opportunities to engage in local and regional competitions|exposure

86 in areas of interest for girls (e.g. STEM, debate, etc.) 3.59 0.18

89 extracurricular clubs in specific areas-math, debate, exposure 3.94 02
engineering ' )

91 program planning skills building job skills training 3.71 0.32

92 study skills training transitions support 4 0.29

100  |programs that engage girls productively during gap-year |transitions support 3.76 0.18
110 experiential/hands-on and project-based learning job skills training 4.29 0.19
Cluster name: Family Resilience Avg 3.67 Avg 0.57

26 conflict management training for parents assistance to parents 3.65 0.65

27 savings training for parents $ assistance to parents 3.76 0.52

28 training parents in income generating projects $ assistance to parents 3.82 0.6

48 emergency financial assistance to vulnerable families $ assistance to parents 3.88 0.48

49 community savings and loans groups for parents $ assistance to parents 3.47 0.6
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67 microloans $ assistance to parents 3.13 0.61
71 free community library community resources 3.94 0.46
74 provision of electricity community resources 3.59 0.44
83 school policy to retain students who are pregnant policy 431 0.48
95 local staff/hiring from within community resources 3.47 1

117  [programs to ensure girls' safe transport to school (e.g. community resources 331 0.47

rovision of bicycles)
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CONCLUSION: “EM-PLACING” AGENCY

“Emplace verb (used with object), em-placed, em-plac-ing. to put in place or position: A statue
was emplaced in the square.”
Throughout my dissertation project I have repeatedly made the argument that agency is context-
dependent. Perhaps a more useful way to understand the argument about the contextualized
nature of agency is to consider it as ‘emplaced,’ or situated in a particular environmental context.
I began my project with a clear hypothesis that agency was ‘contextually specific’--that the
specific abilities and attributes needed to create agentic capacity in girls was contextually-bound
up in the opportunity structures and gendered norms of their communities and countries.

Over the course of my project, I have encountered other types of theorizing about

1, 3% coalitional,!

“emplaced” agency, from authors who view agency as either relationa
temporally situational,*? disjoint/conjoint,* and/or distributed.’* Ultimately, each of these
conceptualization of agency (relational, coalitional, situational, distributed, etc.) also imply that

agency is emplaced. For women and girls, agency is intimately tied to two aspects of context:

socio-economic context—representing the types of material opportunities that exist for girls

29 Dierker, B. (2016). “You Are Building on Something”: Exploring Agency and Belonging Among African
American Young Adults. In Education and Youth Agency (pp. 27-46). Springer.

30 Kennelly, J. J. (2009). Youth cultures, activism and agency: Revisiting feminist debates. Gender and Education,
21(3),259-272.

31 Chavez, K. R., & Griffin, C. L. (2009). Power, feminisms, and coalitional agency: Inviting and enacting difficult
dialogues. Women'’s Studies in Communication, 32(1), 1-11.

32 Bajaj, M. (2009). ‘T have big things planned for my future’: The limits and possibilities of transformative agency
in Zambian schools. Compare, 39(4), 551-568.

33 Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (2003). Models of agency: Sociocultural diversity in the construction of action. In
V. Murphy-Berman & J. J. Berman (Eds.), Cross-Cultural differences in perspectives on the self (pp. 18-74).
University of Nebraska Press.

34 Campbell, C., & Mannell, J. (2016). Conceptualising the agency of highly marginalised women: Intimate partner
violence in extreme settings. Global Public Health, 11(1-2), 1-16.
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around school, employment and income; and social context—including and most especially,
gender norms, gendered expectations and histories of patriarchy. 3

Understanding these constraining aspects of context, and specifically the relationship of
agency to gendered realities, re-affirms the importance of thinking about agency and its practice
in partnership with those who best understand social settings where girls’ live and grow. I urge
more work that centers community voices—both practitioners on the front line and girls
themselves—and that digs deeper into the questions about program practice as an ‘emplaced’
undertaking. Such approaches are needed in order to avoid the common pitfalls of replicating
programs but not outcomes, or measuring soft skills based on de-contextualized definitions
which hold little validity in local settings. Achieving quality education goals for girls around the
world requires that our approaches to measurement and practice must be attentive to girls’
unique constraints, and opportunities, and the variation of these across place.

In paper one, I have argued how agency even in its original conceptualization in the
human development literature, is necessarily tied to an individual’s environment. I offered in
paper two, a practical example how to include environmental context in the measurement of
agency through participatory processes of survey development. In paper three, I argue why
‘place’ doesn’t just matter for theorizing about the psychological dimensions of a construct, but
why the practice of agency necessitates context-inclusive theories which are more likely to
replicate outcomes than traditional attempts at scale. “Emplacing” agency is both an approach to
a particular problem of practice in girls’ education, but also a wider call to action. Global

approaches to youth success must reconsider the old ways of thinking about current problems of

35 Willan, S., Gibbs, A., Shai, N., Ntini, N., Petersen, 1., & Jewkes, R. (2020). Did young women in South African
informal settlements display increased agency after participating in the Stepping Stones and Creating Futures
intervention? A qualitative evaluation. Social Science & Medicine, 265, 113302.
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practice in education as challenges of ‘scale’ and ‘consensus’ but as problems of

contextualization and conceptualization for greater impact.

139



