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Overview

In late 2019 and early 2020, PAL Network member 

organisa�ons conducted a large-scale household-

based assessment using ICAN assessment tool in 13 

low- and middle-income countries across Africa, 

America and Asia. This first round of scaled-up 

implementa�on was restricted to one rural district¹ in 

each par�cipa�ng country, in order to test feasibility 

in a variety of geographies.

4.
 Large-scale

household-based

implementation of

ICAN

The ICAN 2019 survey was designed in 

line with the architecture that has been 

the strength of existing CLAs over the 

past fifteen years. 

The following core features of this architecture are 

designed to address ground reali�es in the Global 

South:

n  Household-based assessment aims to ensure 

inclusion of all children irrespec�ve of schooling 

status

 Despite significant progress in increasing 

enrolments, in many countries of the Global 

South not all children in the school-going age 

group are enrolled in school. Of those who are 

enrolled, some a�end schools that are not 

¹For ease of communica�on, 'District' in this report refers to a sub-state/regional/provincial unit, which is known by different names in different countries. For instance, this unit is 

called a Local Government Area in Nigeria, a District in India, a Department in Senegal, and so on.

²PAL Network. (2017). Ci�zen-led Assessments of Basic Learning to Track SDG4.1.1. h�ps://palnetwork.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/11/2017_COMMS_Informa�onBrief_CLA4PagerSDG4.1.1_VO2_EN.pdf

³World Bank. (2019). Ending Learning Poverty: What will it take? h�ps://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/32553/142659.pdf?sequence=7

officially recognised, and educa�on systems in 

many countries lack a comprehensive list of all 

schools from which to draw a representa�ve 

sample. A�endance rates also vary vastly across 

and within countries, biasing es�mates of 

learning generated by school-based assessments 

towards students who a�end more regularly. By 

conduc�ng the assessment in sampled households, 

ICAN 2019 represents all children in the target 

popula�on, not only those regularly a�ending 

officially recognised schools. 

n  Oral, one-on-one assessment ensures inclusion 

of children who cannot read fluently

 Learning assessment data from across the PAL 

Network shows that on average, half of all children 

in class 5 are unable to read a simple class 2 level 

text.² These findings are echoed in the World 

Bank's Learning Poverty indicator which showed 

that over 50% of 10-year-olds in low and middle-

income countries were not able to read and 

understand a simple text.³ Currently, most learning 

assessments are administered in classroom-based 

groups using paper-pencil tests. Children who are 

struggling to read cannot be fairly and accurately 

assessed using tests that assume the ability to read. 

ICAN is designed as an oral, one-on-one assessment, 

as this is the only way to understand what children 

know and can do, independently of whether or 

not they can read.

https://palnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/2017_COMMS_InformationBrief_CLA4PagerSDG4.1.1_VO2_EN.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/32553/142659.pdf?sequence=7


Alignment to DQSF meant that all ICAN 2019 

processes were standardised across par�cipa�ng 

countries throughout the assessment process.

n  In each district, 60 rural communi�es⁵ were 

randomly sampled in order to generate es�mates 

that were representa�ve of the district.

n  In each rural community, the assessment was 

administered in 20 randomly sampled households 

to all children in the age group of 5-16 years, in 

order to assess founda�onal numeracy skills of all 

children of school-going age regardless of 

schooling status.

n  The assessment was conducted with a total of 

over 20,000 children in these households, each of 

whom was assessed orally, one-on-one so as to 

include all children irrespec�ve of their ability to 

read. 

n  Informa�on on children's schooling status, 

parental educa�on and household and community 

infrastructure was also collected, enabling analysis 

of the ways in which contextual factors relate to 

children's founda�onal numeracy. 

Sampling

District selec�on

In this first edi�on of ICAN, survey coverage was 

limited to a rural sample and the scale of the survey 

was limited to one district in each par�cipa�ng 

country (Figure 4.2). Accordingly, each par�cipa�ng 

organisa�on selected one rural district of the country, 

based on pre-determined criteria which aimed to 

ensure that the predominant medium of instruc�on in 

the district was the same as the language in which the 

assessment tool was available; and also that exis�ng 

assessment data did not iden�fy the district as an 

outlier in terms of children's founda�onal numeracy. 
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Selec�on of rural communi�es and households 

The sampling strategy used in ICAN 2019 was 

designed to generate a representa�ve picture of 

each sampled district. The sample design of ICAN 

2019 is a two-stage design, with rural communi�es 

sampled in the first stage and households sampled in 

the second stage. In the first stage, in each district, 60 

rural communi�es were sampled using the 

Probability Propor�onal to Size (PPS) sampling 

technique. PPS is a widely used standard sampling 

technique for the first stage when the sampling units 

are of different sizes. In the second stage, 20 

households were randomly sampled in each rural 

community.

Target popula�on

Unlike school-based assessments and consistent 

with the CLA approach of assessing all children 

regardless of schooling status, ICAN defines its 

target popula�on by age rather than class. Across all 

districts covered in ICAN 2019, all children in the age 

group of 5-16 years in sampled households were 

surveyed. This age range takes into account a number 

of different but interrelated factors, including the 

prescribed age of entry to and comple�on of primary 

school in par�cipa�ng countries; the reality of large 

propor�ons of overage children in primary classes in 

Global South countries; and the fact that many older 

children are not able to handle founda�onal tasks 

despite several years of schooling. 

The development and implementa�on of the 

sampling plan was a collabora�ve exercise involving 

the PAL Network leaders, PMTs and the PAL Network 

Secretariat. The PMTs built consensus on the target 

age group; iden�fied the district to be surveyed; 

arranged the official sampling frame of all rural 

communi�es in the sampled district; worked with 

local sampling experts to do the sampling; and kept 

track of rural communi�es surveyed and the use of 

replacement rural communi�es, if any. PMTs used a 

series of sampling formats to document the 

comple�on of each of these tasks.

⁵Rural communi�es are called by different names in different countries. For instance, these units are called Villages in India and Pakistan; Enumera�on Areas in Kenya, Uganda, 

Tanzania, Mozambique; District in Senegal, and so on. For ease of communica�on, this report refers to all of these as 'rural communi�es'.

n  Tools, processes, and data are easy to understand, 

ensuring wider engagement

 Sophis�cated measurement systems for data 

collec�on have a rela�vely long history in 

countries in the Global North, but this culture of 

measurement is nascent in much of the Global 

South where the capacity to design assessments 

that can feed into ac�on on the ground is o�en 

limited. Simple-to-use assessment tools and 

processes, easily understandable data, and 

evidence that can effec�vely be translated into 

ac�on are all important elements that can fuel 

broader awareness, policy dialogue, and ac�on. 

ICAN tools and processes are simple to use and 

understand, in order to facilitate engagement by 

a wide range of stakeholders, including parents 

and community members.

n  Collabora�ons with local stakeholders create 

awareness and can fuel local ac�on

 The belief that more years of schooling 

automa�cally translates into more learning is s�ll 

very common; and o�en it is only first-hand 

experience of a problem that challenges 
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assump�ons and changes mindsets. The CLA 

architecture ac�vely promotes the involvement 

of local partners, in order to ensure that both 

recogni�on of the problem and discussions 

about solu�ons can spread. In order to encourage 

local discussions and solu�ons, ICAN 2019 was 

implemented in collabora�on with organisa�ons, 

ins�tu�ons, and individuals based in the sampled 

district in each par�cipa�ng country.

Timelines and coverage 

In line with these principles, ICAN was conducted in 

one rural district each in 12 countries towards the 

end of 2019 and in Nicaragua in early 2020. Staff from 

PAL Network member organisa�ons were iden�fied 

as Project Management Team (PMT) members to 

lead the implementa�on in the selected district. In 

addi�on, local District Coordinators (DC) were 

recruited for the survey dura�on. ICAN 2019 roll-out 

processes, summarised in Figure 4.1, were designed 

to align with PAL Network's Data Quality Standards 

Framework (DQSF).⁴ 

⁴PAL Network. (2018). Data Quality Standards Framework. h�ps://palnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/2018_PAL-Network_DQSF_FINAL.pdf

DQSF was dra�ed through internal consulta�on with PAL Network experts and informed by interna�onal best prac�ces, and was launched via UNESCO Ins�tute for Sta�s�cs in 

April 2018.

Figure 4.1:  Overview of ICAN 2019 survey processes and �meline
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Field implementa�on

Training 

ICAN 2019 was implemented by PAL Network member 

organisa�ons in collabora�on with local ins�tu�ons, 

non-governmental organisa�ons, or individuals in 

each sampled district. Robust training was an essen�al 

part of the process. Training workshops included both 

classroom sessions as well as a field visit to prac�ce 

ICAN tools and procedures in order to ensure that all 

implemen�ng teams understood the survey processes 

correctly and in a standardised manner. Two �ers of 

training workshops were implemented, first at the 

regional level where PMTs were trained, and then at 

district level where field enumerators were trained.

Regional-level training workshops  

PAL Network member organisa�ons implemen�ng 

ICAN 2019 par�cipated in one of two 4-day regional 

training workshops - one in Machakos, Kenya (11-14 

October 2019) and the other in Kathmandu, Nepal (8-

11 November 2019).⁶ The objec�ve was to train the 

country-level PMTs, who then went on to train the 

field enumerators in their respec�ve districts. In 

addi�on to mastering field processes, PMTs were also 

trained on back-end processes such as quality control 

systems and financial repor�ng requirements. 

District-level training workshops

Subsequently, PMTs led training sessions in their 

survey districts which aimed to ensure that field 

enumerators thoroughly understood and prac�ced 

the survey process before conduc�ng the survey in 

the field. The district-level training workshops were 

structured similarly to the regional-level trainings and 

spanned 3 days, including classroom sessions and a 

prac�ce field visit (Figure 4.3). Daily a�endance was 

mandatory and field enumerators took a quiz that 

assessed their understanding of the process. 

Figure 4.3: ICAN 2019 district-level training workshop sessions
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⁶10 out of 13 par�cipa�ng PAL Network member organisa�ons a�ended these regional-level training workshops. PMTs in Mexico, Nicaragua and Senegal were trained via online 

training sessions. 
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Table 4.1: ICAN 2019 sample descrip�on 
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In all, more than 800 field enumerators 

participated in ICAN 2019 district-level 

training workshops.
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training workshops.





Quality control  

In order to ensure robustness of all survey processes 

and reliability of data, stringent quality control 

measures were implemented at each stage of the 

ICAN 2019 survey. 

Principles of quality control

Based on the DQSF guidelines, the quality control 

processes for ICAN were developed keeping two key 

principles in mind:

n  Simplicity: ICAN is designed for scale and 

implemented with the help of local field 

enumerators. Field processes for quality control 

are kept simple so that various layers of people 

can be trained quickly, and informa�on on the 

field can be collected accurately.

n  Ac�onable: Quality control processes are 

designed to ensure that at each stage of the 

survey, the quality is checked and immediate 

correc�ve ac�on is taken where required.

Quality control processes 

Broadly, quality control processes can be divided into 

preparatory processes, field processes and data entry 

processes. 

Preparatory processes: Transla�on 

ICAN assessment tasks were developed in English and 

then translated into the language selected by each 

member organisa�on (Table 4.2). 

The Forward Transla�on method was used to translate 

documents: A local translator translated the 

documents from English into the target language. 

Translated versions were reviewed by internal teams 

and piloted in the field.

Field processes: Monitoring and recheck

PMTs responsible for ICAN 2019 in their countries and 

local District Coordinators (DCs) recruited for the 

project were responsible for carrying out quality 

control processes in the field. 

n  During the survey: Monitoring

 During the survey, the PMTs and DCs supported 

field teams needing addi�onal support in the 

field by visi�ng rural communi�es in which the 

19

Table 4.2: ICAN 2019 assessment tool
languages 

Arusha Rural (Tanzania)

Larde (Mozambique)

Mubende (Uganda)

Mwala (Kenya)

Ikorodu (Nigeria)

Ségou (Mali)

Tivaouane (Senegal)

Matagalpa (Nicaragua)

Xalapa Rural (Mexico)

Betul (India)

Jhenaidah (Bangladesh)

Makwanpur (Nepal)

Toba Tek Singh (Pakistan)

Kiswahili

Portuguese

English

Kamba, English

English

French

Wolof, French

Spanish

Spanish

Hindi

Bangla

Nepali

Urdu

Eastern and

Southern

Africa

Western

Africa

America

South Asia

Region 
Sampled district
(Country)

ICAN assessment
tool language
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Figure 4.4:  ICAN 2019 data collec�on process

⁷Procedures for sampling households within each community varied depending on procedures used by par�cipa�ng PAL Network member organisa�ons in their own CLA 

programs. Countries in Eastern and Southern Africa and Nigeria and Senegal from Western Africa created houselists at the community level whereas countries in America, South 

Asia and Mali from West Africa followed the community mapping process and ‘every 5�� household’ rule to sample households. Both these methods ensure that households are 

sampled randomly and do not affect the comparability of results across districts.

5
YEARS

16
YEARS

ICAN

ICAN

ICAN ICAN

IC
A

N

IC
A

N

ICAN ICAN

Divide total number of households 
listed by 20 to get sample interval, pick 
a random number between 1 and 
sample interval to get the first 
household. To get the next household, 
sample interval is added to the 
number of the previous sampled 
household, and so on.

⁷

Make a rough map of the 
community,  marking the 
important landmarks. Once 
they have walked around the 
en�re community, they make 
a final map on the Map Sheet 
in the Survey Booklet.

Assess the children using
the ICAN assessment tool.

survey was taking place. For communi�es that PMTs 

and DCs could not visit physically, they made phone 

calls to field enumerators to check whether the 

survey was conducted in accordance with survey 

guidelines. 
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Overview

ICAN 2019 uses a simple-to-use assessment tool, 

administered one-on-one with children in their 

homes. The same tool is used with all children in the 

age group of 5-16.

ICAN 2019 data from the first round of large-scale 

household-based implementa�on, described in the 

preceding sec�on of this report, provides a snapshot 

of founda�onal numeracy in one rural district in each 

of the 13 par�cipa�ng countries. The sampling 

strategy generates a representa�ve picture only of the 

sampled district. Therefore, ICAN 2019 data from this 

round cannot be used as a proxy for na�onal 

es�mates or to compare countries. Rather, this 

exercise aimed to demonstrate proof of concept in 

two ways:

n  To demonstrate the feasibility of using a common 

assessment framework and set of tools across 

very different country contexts; and

n  To highlight the ways in which ICAN can be used to 

generate es�mates that respond to important 

ques�ons confron�ng countries in the Global 

South.

In the following sec�ons we provide illustra�ve 

examples of how ICAN can provide important 

evidence with which to answer ques�ons regarding 

children's founda�onal numeracy.

Illustra�ve comparisons using ICAN 2019 

data

ICAN 2019 was implemented in 13 countries, but 

given the limited scale of implementa�on in each 

country, the inten�on in this first round of 

implementa�on was to understand the kinds of 

comparisons that the use of ICAN on scale facilitates, 

rather than to compare these specific districts. 

Therefore, Sec�on 6 of this report presents 

compara�ve data that has been anonymised; 

districts are referenced as Loca�on 1, Loca�on 2 and 

so on. Each page poses a ques�on; displays evidence 

using ICAN 2019 data that speaks to that ques�on; 

and summarises what this evidence tells us. The 

examples provided are intended to illustrate some of 

the ways in which data from the ICAN assessment 

tool and contextual ques�onnaires can be used.

District es�mates

Finally, Sec�on 7 presents ICAN 2019 data from 

individual districts as a snapshot of enrolment and 

learning in those specific districts. Results are shown 

for a standardised set of indicators.

5.
Readers' guide to

ICAN 2019

survey findings
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n  A�er the survey: Recheck 

 A�er the survey was completed, the PMTs and 

DCs conducted two types of rechecks: 1) desk 

recheck of all survey booklets in which 

rechecking teams verified whether all essen�al 

informa�on had been filled in correctly, and 2) 

field recheck during which PMTs and DCs 

revisited selected communi�es to ensure that 

field enumerators had collected informa�on 

correctly. Some communi�es were selected 

purposively based on feedback from the desk 

recheck, and others were sampled randomly 

for field recheck.

If the recheck process revealed that the survey did not 

meet quality standards, the community could be 

resurveyed. 

Overall, 79% of surveyed communities 

were field monitored, field rechecked 

or both.

Data entry

Data for the survey was recorded in paper survey 

booklets and subsequently manually entered using a 

web-based pla�orm. Data entry was rechecked for 

every second household. If more than 3 data entry 

mistakes were found in a community, the data for the 

en�re community was re-entered. 


