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1. PROJECT SUMMARY
	Type of study
	External qualitative assessment

	Name of the study
	Qualitative Assessment on Education Pathways and Transitions

	Study design
	Multi-site comparative, child-centred and education-pathway qualitative assessment

	Geographic scope
	Central Darfur, North Kordofan and River Nile states, Sudan

	Expected study period
	Indicatively 8 weeks; exact dates to be confirmed

	Thematic area
	Education

	Primary participants
	Children across contrasting education pathways; caregivers; community members; teachers; facilitators; headteachers; education authorities; programme staff

	Field team preparation
	5 days of structured training followed by 2 days of field testing/piloting before full data collection

	Overall objective
	To understand children’s education pathways and the interacting factors that influence successful transition, continued participation, dropout, interruption and re-entry across formal and non-formal education settings.







2. INTRODUCTION
This Terms of Reference sets out the requirements for a qualitative assessment of education pathways and transitions across selected programme locations in Central Darfur, North Kordofan and River Nile states. The assessment will examine how children move between grades and education levels, as well as between non-formal and formal education, and why children facing similar circumstances may experience different transition, retention, dropout and re-entry outcomes.
The study is intended to generate practical evidence for programme adaptation and education-system strengthening. It will place children’s experiences at the centre while examining the interaction of household conditions, teaching and school practices, community dynamics, displacement, accessibility and education-system arrangements. The final sites, participant distribution and field sequence will be refined during inception according to programme footprint, access, security and the need to capture meaningful variation across the three states.
3. BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
Children’s education pathways are not always linear. They may include grade repetition, interrupted attendance, delayed transition, movement between schools, entry into or exit from non-formal education, dropout and later re-entry. Education systems also shape available opportunities through admission rules, assessment and certification requirements, school capacity and the availability of formal, non-formal, remedial and vocational pathways.
The assessment will therefore examine transition as a staged pathway rather than a single enrolment event. It will consider preparation and learning; assessment or eligibility; access, documentation and admission; enrolment or placement; and continued participation, learning, safety and belonging after transition. Across Central Darfur, North Kordofan and River Nile, the study will deliberately capture variation in displacement, accessibility, education provision and programme exposure.
4. SCOPE OF STUDY
4.1 Purpose, Objectives and Scope
The primary purpose is to conduct a rigorous qualitative assessment of education pathways and transitions, with particular attention to transitions between grades and levels and transitions from non-formal to formal education. The assessment will identify the factors enabling or constraining educational continuity and explain how and why children facing similar circumstances experience different outcomes.
The overall objective is to understand children’s education pathways and the interacting factors that influence successful transition, continued participation, dropout, interruption and re-entry across formal and non-formal education settings.
Specific objectives are to:
Map the formal and actual pathways through which children move between grades, education levels and non-formal and formal education.
Identify critical points at which learners are delayed, excluded, disengage or drop out.
Understand children’s experiences of learning, participation, safety, inclusion and belonging before, during and after transition.
Examine how household pressures, displacement, costs, gender norms, disability, language, ethnicity and other factors shape educational continuity.
Assess how classroom practices, teaching quality, teacher-learner relationships, school climate, accessibility and protection influence retention and transition.
Compare children who transitioned successfully, did not transition, dropped out, re-entered education or moved to alternative pathways.
Assess how non-formal and accelerated education programmes prepare learners for, connect them to and support them within formal education.
Identify gaps in school, community and system support, including fees, documentation, placement, remedial learning, foundational skills, protection and vocational options.
Develop practical, evidence-based recommendations to strengthen transition preparation, enrolment, placement, retention, re-entry and follow-up.

Geographic scope: Central Darfur, North Kordofan and River Nile states. The final localities, communities, schools and non-formal learning sites will be agreed during inception. The study should include a mix of accessible, remote and displacement-affected settings where feasible and safe.
4.2 Intended Audience and Use of the Study
SCI Sudan Country Office programme, Education, MEAL, Learning and Evidence, Safeguarding and senior management teams - for programme adaptation and evidence use.
Implementing partners - to strengthen pathway support, follow-up and community engagement.
Education authorities and relevant system actors - to inform transition, placement, certification, re-entry and learner-tracking improvements.
Donors and technical stakeholders - to understand barriers, enabling factors and practical options for future programme design and scale-up.
Participating children and communities - through accessible feedback on major findings and agreed actions.
4.3 Key Study Questions
What factors influence successful transitions between grades and levels and from non-formal to formal education?
At what points in the education pathway are children most likely to disengage, fail to transition or drop out, and why?
How do children describe their experiences of school, learning, safety, inclusion, relationships and belonging?
What classroom-level factors, including teaching practices, participation, teacher-learner relationships and accessibility, affect retention and progression?
How do household pressures, displacement, poverty, direct and indirect education costs, gender norms, caregiving, work and mobility influence educational pathways?
Which population groups are more or less likely to transition, remain in education or re-enter, and how do intersecting vulnerabilities shape their experiences?
How do non-formal and accelerated education pathways support or fail to support assessment, certification, placement and transition into formal schooling?
What formal and informal support is available before and after transition, including remedial classes, foundational learning, fee support, psychosocial support and protection referrals?
How effectively do non-formal providers, formal schools, communities and education authorities communicate, coordinate and track learners across transition stages?
What changes are needed at classroom, school, community, programme and system levels to improve retention, transition and meaningful learning?
5. STUDY METHODOLOGY
5.1 Study Design
The study will use a multi-site comparative qualitative design that is child-centred and pathway-based. It will reconstruct children’s journeys across entry, participation, progression, assessment, transition, enrolment, retention, dropout and re-entry, recognising that pathways may include repetition, interruption and movement between formal, non-formal and alternative options.
The design will combine child-friendly in-depth interviews, participatory pathway and experience mapping, focus group discussions, key informant interviews, document review and structured school or learning-site observation. Contrasting cases will be used to explain why children facing similar circumstances experience different outcomes. Analysis will consider interacting factors at child, household, classroom, school, community and education-system levels.
5.2 Sampling
The study will use criterion-based purposive and maximum-variation sampling to select information-rich cases across the three states. Sampling will intentionally include contrasting transition outcomes, population groups and service contexts. Positive-deviance and disconfirming cases will be included to test emerging explanations. Snowball or community-based identification may be used cautiously to reach children who have dropped out or are not captured in school records.
A sampling matrix will be finalised during inception. A realistic indicative sample is provided below and may be adjusted based on access, diversity and thematic saturation:
	Participant group
	Method
	Indicative range
	Purpose

	Children across contrasting pathways
	Child-friendly IDIs and pathway mapping
	36-45 total (approximately 12-15 per state)
	Reconstruct education journeys and compare transition outcomes

	Detailed contrasting child cases
	Case studies
	9-12
	Explain combinations of barriers, supports and turning points

	Caregivers and community members
	FGDs
	6-9 groups
	Explore household, community and sociocultural influences

	Teachers and non-formal facilitators
	FGDs and/or KIIs
	9-15 groups/interviews
	Assess classroom practice, transition support and constraints

	Headteachers, education authorities and programme staff
	KIIs
	15-21
	Examine policies, placement, coordination, tracking and system gaps

	Selected schools and learning centres
	Structured observation
	6-9 sites
	Assess learning environment, accessibility, safety and inclusion



Sampling must deliberately include girls and boys of different ages; IDPs and host-community learners; children with disabilities; different linguistic, ethnic and socioeconomic groups; formal, non-formal and out-of-school children; and urban, rural, remote and hard-to-reach sites where feasible. Data collection will continue until adequate thematic and explanatory saturation is reached across major participant groups and pathway outcomes.
5.3 Data Sources and Data Collection Methods / Tools
Desk review and pathway-system mapping: programme documents, school registers, attendance and dropout records, assessment/certification requirements, placement procedures, non-formal education guidance, referral/support mechanisms and previous studies.
Child-friendly in-depth interviews: age-appropriate exploration of education history, aspirations, learning, relationships, safety, inclusion, decisions, barriers and support.
Participatory pathway and experience mapping: drawing, storytelling, timelines, journey maps, ranking and important-moment exercises adapted to age, disability, language and context.
Focus group discussions: with caregivers and community members and, only where safe and appropriate, groups of children separated by relevant characteristics to reduce power imbalances.
Key informant interviews: teachers, facilitators, headteachers, school management, education authorities, programme staff and relevant partners.
School and learning-site observation: structured non-participant observation of learning environment, accessibility, participation, safety, inclusion and transition-support arrangements.
Comparative child case studies: deeper analysis of children who faced similar constraints but experienced different transition or retention outcomes.

The study team will prepare a study matrix linking each research question to participant groups, methods, prompts, analysis categories and expected outputs. Tools must be translated into relevant languages, reviewed for conceptual equivalence and adapted for age, disability and context. Primary data should be disaggregated, where applicable, by sex, age, disability, displacement status, location and other relevant vulnerability characteristics.
5.4 Field Team Training, Testing and Quality Assurance
Before full fieldwork, all field team members and interviewers will complete a mandatory five-day training followed by two days of field testing/piloting. This seven-day preparation period is a core methodological requirement and should be reflected in the consultant workplan and budget.
Day 1 - study purpose, research questions, education-pathway concepts, participant categories and field protocols.
Day 2 - qualitative interviewing, rapport building, probing, neutrality and child-centred communication.
Day 3 - pathway mapping, participatory methods, FGD/KII facilitation, observation and documentation standards.
Day 4 - research ethics, child safeguarding, consent/assent, PSEA, disability inclusion, gender, distress and referral procedures, confidentiality and data protection.
Day 5 - role-play, mock interviews, note-taking/audio procedures, translation consistency, digital/data-management procedures and interviewer competency assessment.
Field testing Days 6-7 - supervised testing of the full field process in a comparable setting where feasible, including recruitment, consent, interview duration, pathway-mapping exercises, note/audio quality, secure transfer and daily debrief. Tools and field protocols will then be revised and approved before full data collection.

Quality assurance will include daily field debriefings, supervisor review of notes and recordings, early transcript review, corrective coaching, monitoring of sample diversity and saturation, translation/transcription checks, an adaptation and safeguarding decision log, and double or independent coding of an initial subset where feasible.
5.5 Ethical Considerations
Obtain all required ethical and administrative approvals before data collection.
Use voluntary informed caregiver consent and child assent, with clear information that participation or refusal will not affect access to education or assistance.
Respect participants’ right to decline questions or withdraw without consequence.
Use private, accessible and child-friendly interview locations and safe recruitment procedures.
Apply age-, gender-, language- and disability-appropriate methods and reasonable accommodation.
Protect confidentiality through de-identification, secure storage and restricted data access.
Maintain a risk assessment, safeguarding protocol and functioning referral mechanism for children requiring protection or other support.
Manage group confidentiality carefully in FGDs and use quotations, drawings, photographs and case studies responsibly.
Collect only the minimum personal information necessary and avoid unnecessary questioning about traumatic experiences.
5.6 Known Limitations and Contextual Adaptation
Anticipated limitations may include insecurity, population movement, school closure, restricted access, incomplete records, difficulty locating out-of-school children, recall limitations and social desirability. The inception report must include mitigation and contingency arrangements that preserve ethical and methodological quality.
Any substantive change to the approved design, sites, participant groups, methods or tools must be documented in an adaptation log, including the reason, potential bias, mitigation and approval. The study will explain patterns, mechanisms and experiences; it will not estimate population prevalence or causal impact.
6. EXPECTED DELIVERABLES
	Deliverable / Milestone
	Minimum content
	Format
	Indicative timing

	1. Inception report
	Refined questions; study matrix; site and sampling plan; methods; tools; analysis plan; ethics, safeguarding, risk and QA plans; workplan.
	Word
	Week 1

	2. Final data-collection tools
	Approved child/adult tools, pathway-mapping guides, observation tools, consent/assent materials and field protocols.
	Word / editable
	Week 2

	3. Five-day training and two-day field-testing report
	Training attendance and competency results; field-test findings; tool revisions; team readiness; unresolved risks and actions.
	Word
	End Week 2 / early Week 3

	4. Fieldwork progress update
	Coverage against sample; methodological adaptations; safeguarding and quality status; emerging issues.
	Email / brief
	During fieldwork

	5. Preliminary findings presentation
	Emerging pathway maps, transition/drop-off points, profiles, barriers, enablers and issues requiring validation.
	PowerPoint
	Post-analysis

	6. Validation workshop package
	Validated findings, disagreements, feasibility feedback and prioritised recommendations.
	PowerPoint / Word
	Before final report

	7. Draft assessment report
	Executive summary, context, methodology, limitations, findings by question, comparative case analysis, pathway maps, conclusions and recommendations.
	Word
	Week 7

	8. Final assessment report
	Revised report incorporating consolidated feedback and accessible summary.
	Word and PDF
	Week 8

	9. Knowledge products
	2-4 page learning brief, presentation and child/community-friendly feedback material as agreed.
	Editable formats
	Week 8

	10. Complete data package
	De-identified transcripts/notes, codebook, coding outputs, matrices, tools, field logs and analysis files.
	Encrypted electronic files
	With final report


7. REPORTING AND GOVERNANCE
The consultant will report to the designated SCI Study Manager. A Study Working Group should include representatives from Education, MEAL, Learning and Evidence/Research, Safeguarding, Disability Inclusion and relevant programme teams. The group will review key deliverables, support contextual interpretation and promote use of findings.
Weekly progress updates during inception, training/testing and fieldwork, covering completed activities, upcoming work, risks, access, safeguarding concerns, methodological adaptations and decisions required.
SCI will provide consolidated comments on draft deliverables through the Study Manager.
Material changes to methodology, sampling or field locations require documented agreement before implementation.
Findings will be validated with relevant stakeholders, while disagreement and uncertainty will be transparently retained rather than forced into consensus.
8. STUDY MANAGEMENT AND INDICATIVE TIMELINE
	Phase
	Indicative timing
	Main activities
	Key output

	Inception
	Week 1
	Desk review, stakeholder consultation, question refinement, methodology, sampling and field planning.
	Inception report

	Tools and approvals
	Week 2
	Tool development, translation, ethics/safeguarding review and approvals.
	Final draft tools and field package

	Training and field testing
	5 training days + 2 field-testing days
	Structured interviewer training, role-play, competency checks, field testing, debrief and tool revision.
	Training and field-testing report; approved tools

	Data collection
	Weeks 3-4
	Child/caregiver interviews, FGDs, KIIs, pathway mapping, document review and observation with daily QA.
	Fieldwork completion package

	Analysis
	Weeks 4-6
	Transcription, coding, within-case and cross-case analysis, triangulation.
	Preliminary findings

	Validation
	Week 6
	Child-sensitive feedback where appropriate and stakeholder validation.
	Validation record

	Reporting
	Weeks 7-8
	Drafting, review, revision, final report and knowledge products.
	Final report and products



Consultant responsibilities include leading technical design and implementation; refining questions, sampling and methods; preparing and piloting tools; recruiting, training and supervising qualified qualitative interviewers unless otherwise agreed; ensuring ethics, safeguarding and data protection; managing fieldwork, transcription, coding and analysis; facilitating validation; and submitting all deliverables and agreed data products.
SCI responsibilities include providing relevant programme documents and existing data; facilitating introductions and access where appropriate; supporting ethics, safeguarding and administrative processes as agreed; reviewing and approving key deliverables; providing consolidated feedback; and leading programme response and dissemination decisions.
9. CONSULTATION
Consultation will be undertaken during inception and validation with SCI technical and programme teams, implementing partners, education authorities and relevant community representatives. Children’s consultation and validation will be conducted separately from adults where necessary so that children’s perspectives are not overshadowed. All consultation processes must follow safeguarding, consent and inclusion requirements.
10. STUDY TEAM AND SELECTION CRITERIA
The proposed team should collectively demonstrate:
Advanced qualifications in education, social science, development studies, research methods or a related discipline.
Strong experience designing and leading qualitative assessments or research in education.
Demonstrated expertise in child-centred, participatory and ethical research with children.
Experience examining education transition, retention, dropout, non-formal education, accelerated learning or re-entry pathways.
Strong qualitative sampling, interviewing, facilitation, case-study and thematic-analysis skills.
Experience conducting research in humanitarian, displacement or fragile contexts.
Expertise in child safeguarding, disability inclusion, gender and research ethics.
Ability to train, assess and supervise qualitative field teams and assure data quality.
Relevant local language and contextual expertise for Central Darfur, North Kordofan and River Nile, either within the core team or through qualified field researchers.
Excellent analytical writing and presentation skills in English and ability to communicate complex findings in accessible formats.

Selection will consider understanding of the assignment, methodological quality, relevant experience, team composition and local capacity, workplan/quality assurance, and financial proposal/value for money.
11. SCHEDULE OF PAYMENT
20% upon approval of the inception report, detailed methodology, sampling plan, tools and training/field-testing plan.
30% upon satisfactory completion of the five-day training, two-day field testing, fieldwork and submission of the preliminary findings package.
50% upon approval of the final report, knowledge products and complete agreed data/documentation package.
12. HOW TO APPLY
A technical proposal demonstrating understanding of the assignment and any justified refinements to the methodology.
A proposed sampling matrix and fieldwork approach across the three states.
A detailed workplan and level of effort, explicitly including five training days and two field-testing days.
Team composition and responsibility matrix and CVs of proposed personnel.
Examples of at least two relevant qualitative education studies or reports.
A financial proposal showing professional fees, field costs, taxes and other reimbursable costs separately.
A statement on ethics, safeguarding, data protection and conflict of interest, plus professional references.
Applications and clarification questions should be submitted to: [Insert SCI contact and email].
13. ANNEXES
Annex 1: Study matrix structure - research question, analytical domain, participants, method, key evidence and output.
Annex 2: Safeguarding, consent/assent, referral and data-protection requirements.
Annex 3: Required SCI reporting and branding templates.
Annex 4: Indicative budget estimate and assumptions.
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