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SCALING (Sustainable Change Achieved through Linking Improved Nutrition and Governance) is a 
multi-sector nutrition project funded by the European Union (EU). The aim is to improve the nutritional 
status of pregnant and lactating women, adolescent girls, and children under 5 years old in 14 districts in four 
provinces in North Laos: Huaphanh (HUA), Luang Namtha (LNT), Luang Prabang (LPB) and Phongsaly (PSL). 
The project period is 54 months (December 2017 – June 2022) and implementation is carried out by a 
consortium of four INGOs: CARE, Comité de Cooperation avec le Laos (CCL), ChildFund Laos (CFL) and 
Save the Children (SCI) as the lead. The total number of target villages is 422.  

The target villages of the SCALING project are primarily rural communities with agriculture-based 
livelihoods, but also include peri-urban villages with mixed agricultural and market-based economies. The 
communities are ethnically diverse, and face a number of barriers to achieving quality maternal and child 
health and nutrition. Adolescent girls were identified as a specific target group because of specific nutritional 
needs and a tradition of early marriage in many ethnic groups.  

Secondary schools are normally based at cluster level, covering a number of villages. Students who 
live too far from school, stay around the school during the week and only return to their home village during 
the weekend and holidays. Some schools have dormitories. In other cases, the students stay with relatives, 
rented accommodation or in makeshift structures. In all cases, the students are responsible for their own 
feeding and other daily needs.  

 

 

1. In the National Nutrition Strategy 2016-2025 a number of Priority Interventions are included under 
Education. Among others, these include the provision of school lunches, promotion of Water, 
Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) and integration of nutrition in the school curriculum. However, in 
practice, activities are only implemented with external funding and till date no national curriculum for 
nutrition has been developed. 

2. Many schools lack basic WASH infrastructure. Some schools lack access to water supply altogether. 
In other cases, no water is available during the dry season. As an indication, in 2019 the EU estimated 
that up to 50% of the primary schools in Laos lacked access to water year-round. In the SCALING 
project areas, we found examples where children have to carry water from home to the school every 
morning for drinking and other needs. In other cases, sanitation facilities were simply closed for a 
number of months during the dry season for lack of water. 

3. The pre-intervention survey in sample secondary schools in the SCALING project areas during the 
first half of 2019 showed that up to 50% of the students lacked Knowledge, Attitude and Practice 
(KAP) on the necessary food groups and other aspects of nutrition. Girls normally had better 
knowledge than boys. The same pattern emerged on hygiene and sanitation, health and gender 
equality. 

 

 

 

THE CONTEXT 

THE CHALLENGE 
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Within its focus on adolescents, SCALING decided to target behaviour change on nutrition among 

young adolescents in class 1-3 of LSS. Their typical age is 10-14 years old.. The component is complementary 
to the behaviour change interventions in the target villages, including older and out-of-school adolescents in 
the 1,000-day HHs. Even if the ultimate target group are adolescent girls, it was decided to include boys in 
the activity as their behaviour is as important. It was decided to work with a system of trained peer educators 
(Adolescent Facilitators, AFs) forming Peer Support Groups (PSGs) of average 12 students each to enable a 
more informal environment. The PSGs were only formed for this purpose. Two teachers were selected per 
school to support the AFs.  

The first reaction to the activity and proposed set-up by the local education authorities and schools 
in the project areas was positive. It was decided that the activity would be an extra-curriculum activity for 
which specific hours are designated in each school during the week. In consultation with the Ministry of 
Education and Sports (MoES), 79 secondary schools in 13 target districts were selected for the activity (six 
in HUA, 19 in LNT, 38 in LPB and 16 in PSL). In principle, one secondary school was selected in each cluster 
of SCALING target villages up to a maximum of six schools per target district and excluding schools where 
other projects on nutrition were being implemented already. The selected schools included both LSS and 
integrated secondary schools. 

MoES at national level emphasised to make use of existing curricula already approved to avoid 
duplication of work and lengthy approval processes. In the end, good use was made of existing materials at 
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), Population Services International (PSI), Swiss Red Cross (on 
Nutrition) and SCALING partners SCI (Friendship Circle, WASH) and CARE (Gender). Reflecting the multi-
sector nature of nutrition and taking into account the results of the pre-intervention assessment, the 
following seven modules were developed during the second half of 2019.  

1. Forming a Friendship Circle 
2. Gender 
3. Nutrition I: The six food groups; protein and 

meat alternatives 
4. Nutrition II: Fruits, fats and oil 
5. Nutrition III: Junk food; Anemia and Iron 
6. Sexual and Reproductive Health (SRH) 
7. Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) 

The materials consisted of videos, hand-outs to 
students including food groups, the seven modules and a 
handbook for both the AFs and teachers providing support. 
All organisations gladly made available the materials for use 
by SCALING. UNFPA would have preferred SCALING to 
implement their full Comprehensive Sexuality Education curriculum. SCALING selected parts, as the full 
curriculum would take too long and SRH only one component under SCALING's approach. As part of the 
development, the materials were tested in HUA, VTE and PSL with help of a young Lao student intern at 
SCI. It was concluded that the materials were suitable for all three classes of LSS. Students would therefore 
participate in one PSG only. All participating schools were provided with an LCD projector and a laptop if 
required to show the materials.  

YOUR FIRST IDEA/SOLUTION 

AF Training, Harmtai School, Xamneua District, HUA 
February 2021. Photo: Lyxay Phothisut 
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After a central ToT of SCALING project staff and 
representatives of the Provincial Education and Sports 
Services (PESS) in LPB at the end of October 2019, 
support teams were formed and trained in each target 
district consisting of staff of the District Education and 
Sports Services (DESS) and other relevant government 
departments including the District Heath Office and the 
District Lao Women's Union. The support teams then 
trained six AFs (one girl and one boy per class, classes 1-
3) and two teachers per school at the end of 2019 and 
beginning of 2020. Both the AFs and teachers were 
selected by the schools, based on interest, availability and motivation. Both the ToT and training of AFs and 
teachers covered four days. A planning was completed to train two rounds of AFs, forming and completing 
a total of three rounds of PSGs in project years 3 and 4 (2020-2021).  

Somphone (on the right), 14 years, boy, Khmu ethnic group. 
AF, Nasawang LSS, Pak Ou district (LPB), June 2020. 

Photograph : Khamsone Namsavanh 

“I feel happy and excited to be part of the peer educator team 
in the school. I think that SBCC initiatives are very useful 
because I have gained better understanding of basic 
knowledge on gender and nutrition contents and food with 
high value in nutrition for daily consumption. I am practicing 
and applying what I have learned about good food for 
adolescents. For example, rice, vegetables, fish, egg, meat, milk 
and fruits. I know that the food and drinks that we should 
avoid as much as possible i.e. very spicy and salty food, all 
types of soft drinks and alcoholic beverage.” said Somphone. 
“I am also passing the knowledge on nutrition contents to my 
classmates, friends and neighbours.” 

 

 
 

1. The original idea was to set up separate PSGs for girls and boys. However, during first consultations 
with schools in the project areas, it became clear that it was possible to set up mixed groups. As a result, it 
was decided to select and train one girl and one boy as AFs per class. All PSG meetings were mixed except 
the SRH module where the girls and boys split. This approach worked well in all project areas. The End 
evaluation in 2021 observed that participation from female students is higher than male students. 
Interestingly, on the subject of SRH, the teachers in one school mentioned to the consultants “that separating 
the students was unnecessary, and that a mixed class would promote greater understanding.” 

2. The training of AFs was initially planned for several days at district level. However, during the central 
ToT in October 2019, the participants agreed that this was risky in view of child safeguarding and requiring 
government approval. The planning was therefore adjusted to training at cluster level or even per school to 
enable the children to return home every day. This was a good example of applying child safeguarding 
principles by both government and SCALING project staff. 

LEARNING AND ADAPTING 

AF training, Boun Neua district (PSL), 
Oct 2020. Photo: Boualouy 
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3. Each module was intended to take 1-1.5 hours. In practice, it often took longer, up to three hours in 
some instances. However, both the AFs, students and teachers were well motivated to complete the 
modules. The groups normally met once per week or every two weeks. 

4. Each module was a combination of information (normally through short videos), exercises and games. 
However, language turned out to be major challenge in groups with predominantly students and AFs from 
ethnic groups. Even if Lao is the formal language of education from primary school, many students of ethnic 
groups in the project areas had difficulty reading and writing in Lao. As a result, much time was spent on 
understanding the information with little time left for the exercises and games. 

5. As planned, the first round of PSGs (three per school) were initiated at the beginning of 2020. 
However, the rest of the implementation was severely hampered by the COVID-19 lockdowns and school 
closure at national or provincial level. In spite of the delays, the first round of PSGs managed to complete all 
seven modules by July 2020 in HUA, LPB and PSL. The activity was delayed in LNT as the LCD projectors 
were distributed late. The groups in LNT completed the module at the start of the new school year in 
September 2020. After a ToT refresher training at provincial level, the second group of AFs was selected 
and trained during the second half of 2020. When the second COVID-19 lockdown and school closure 
started in April 2021, all second group PSGs had completed the full curriculum. As planned, the same group 
of AFs formed a third round of PSG. Only in LNT, the third round of PSGs, was facilitated by a new group 
of trained AFs. However, due to the prolonged school closure the modules were not completed until late 
2021 or are still due during 2022 Q1. In some schools no third round of PSGs was formed as classes were 
small and all or most students already participated in the first two rounds. 

6. The original idea was to organise review sessions with the teachers and selected AFs in groups of 
schools after completion of every 2-3 modules. Partly as a result of the COVID-19 measures and different 
rates of implementation, this did not work. Instead, a larger review took place between the district support 
teams and the schools after completion of the first round of PSG in mid-2020. The review of the second 
round of PSGs at the end of 2021 Q1 was even more hampered by COVID-19 and prolonged school closure. 

7. The peer educator approach with AFs worked well. The AFs, both girls and boys, were motivated 
and developed the facilitation and leadership skills as confirmed by the teachers. However, the AFs needed 
quite a lot of teacher support, especially the youngest ones in class 1. As a result, during the review after the 
first round of PSGs, it was decided to select and train a third teacher in each school during the second round 
of AFs in the second half of 2020. 

8. Following the review after the first round of PSGs, the curriculum was reviewed before the training 
of the second group of AFs. This especially focused on the three modules on Nutrition. The exercises and 
games were updated and adjusted. A Nutrition logical matrix of intended behaviour changes was developed 
in the process. Examples of optimal behaviour were “Adolescent children’s diet includes food from all six 
food groups” and “Adolescents, especially girls, eat at least three meals (breakfast, lunch, and dinner).” 

9. It quickly turned out that many selected target schools lacked basic WASH infrastructure. Year-
round water supply was a major bottleneck as well as a lack of latrines and hand-washing facilities. The needs 
became even more evident during the COVID-19 pandemic requiring even more hygiene and regular washing 
of hands. Even if not part of the project design, SCALING supported the schools where it could as 
encouraged by the EU. Handwashing stations were installed when the schools reopened after the first 
COVID-19 lockdown in 2020 and project funds were re-allocated to the improvement of WASH 
infrastructure in the schools in PSL and LPB in 2021-2022.   
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• As of December 2021, 1,013 AFs (509 girls) were trained in the 79 selected schools. 650 PSGs had 
been formed with 7,923 students (3,943 girls, 4,962 from ethnic groups). The third round of PSGs in HUA 
had completed all modules by December 2021, the ones in the other three provinces are due in 2022 Q1 
due to the late re-opening of schools. 

• The End evaluation of 2021 observed that “Students particularly enjoyed the interactive elements of 
the modules and talked about the chance to talk with their peers in pairs, hands-on games, and videos. When 
asked about what module was of most interest, each of the modules appear to be equally popular. The 
majority of students were able to remember key messages about nutrition and health, the five food groups, 
understanding the physical changes in their bodies, safe sex, and hygiene, and said many of these subjects 
were new to them. “A number of participating teachers observe that students are more confident, better 
informed, and also sharing information with family and friends.” 

• The End evaluation concluded that “Overall, the LSS component appears to be a promising strategy, 
with immediate and long-term nutrition and reproductive-health benefits to next generation mothers, 
decision-makers, consumers and leaders. There is clearly a great deal of enthusiasm for this approach from 
students, teachers as well as district and provincial level policymakers, with significant scope for replication 
and scale through mainstreaming into the education system.”  
 

Monekhome (in brown jacket), 13 years old,girl, Taidam ethnic 
group. Member of a Peer Support Group, Chomcheng LSS, 

Long district (LNT), March 2021. Photograph: Sonekeo 

“Through joining the peer support group conducted in my 
school, I have learned new knowledge about diverse foods 
that have nutritional value and we should normally eat daily. 
In addition, I also have learned some knowledge about 
reproductive health and maintaining regular personal hygiene. 
For example, handwashing, oral hygiene and how to correctly 
use a sanitation pad when having menstruation.” “The lessons 
and knowledge I have learned from the peer support group 
are very useful for me and I will keep practising the 
knowledge I have learned in my daily life.” She added. 

 

 
Chanthaly, 14 years old, girl, Khmu ethnic group. 

AF, Phonsawang LSS, Pak Ou district (LPB), April 2021 

“I have shared the knowledge about nutritious food, personal 
hygiene and reproductive health that I have learned from the 
training with my schoolmates, parents and friends. We are now 
in our adolescent period and required to pay much attention to 
taking care of our physical health. We should keep eating healthy 
food daily and we should consume at least two types of 
vegetables and fruits daily. When girls are having their period, 
they should wear a sanitation pad and replace it with a new one 
every 2-3 hours. If girls and boys are having sex, they should use 
a condom to protect the girl from getting pregnant and sexually 
transmitted diseases. I am better aware about the correct steps 
of washing hands with soap and clean water. It is not very clean 
to wash hands in the same bucket or bowl. We should wash our 
hands at the tap or a water bottle hanging from a wooden bar. It 
is clean and we can save water.” She continued. 

OUTCOMES 



 

	 6 

 
 
 
 
 

• The End evaluation of 2021 noted that the “lack of platform for sharing lessons and strategies” was 
one of the challenges of the activity. It therefore recommends safe chat rooms amongst peer facilitators and 
scheduled web meetings to help facilitators coach and encourage one another. This seems a good alternative 
to face to face review meetings which did not materialise among AFs. The approach will be attempted in PSL 
in 2022 Q1 as an alternative to planned exchange visits between schools. The End evaluation also emphasised 
the need for regular refresher training for teachers and AFs. This is especially important in cases where the 
same teachers and AFs are involved in several rounds of PSGs. 

• The End evaluation recommends to integrate the activity in the regular school curriculum to enhance 
sustainability and reduce the costs. It needs further discussion whether this can be achieved at provincial or 
even district level or whether national approval will be required, which will require more preparation, 
coordination with other stakeholders and a longer decision-making process. In addition, integration of the 
materials in the regular curriculum would normally mean the end to the peer educator approach. 

• Identify and agree on other options to sustain the activity with schools and education authorities at 
district and provincial level in the SCALING target provinces 

• HUA is proposing to only train new AFs in class 1 who will then continue to form PSGs until class 3. 
The disadvantage is that in that case, less students can develop facilitation and leadership skills and might lose 
motivation.  

• Respondents during the End evaluation, especially some teachers, questioned the appropriateness of 
the SRH module in class 1. The consultants concluded that it may be challenging to facilitate this session, but 
that the content is of interest. As a possible solution, the Evaluation recommended to pilot the involvement 
of older students in the facilitation of this and other modules, especially in class 1. They can provide more 
knowledge and authority, better Lao language skills and yet retain the advantages of a peer educator 
approach. 

• Around most target secondary schools, junk food is widely available in small stalls visited by the 
students during breaks. It would be useful to organsie a discussion with the stall owners to reduce the 
availability of junk food and offer healthy snacks instead. Such discussion was planned around several schools 
in PSL, but didn’t materialise due to the COVID-19 lockdowns and prolonged school closure. 

• Way beyond the scope of SCALING and other nutrition projects, the improvement of reading and 
writing skills in the Lao language among students from ethnic groups prior to entering secondary education 
seems a great need. 

 

 

 
1. In addressing nutrition among young adolescents, it is important to address other relevant topics 

including gender, SRH and WASH. Align the content to the intended behaviour changes. Encourage 
the youngsters to practice and share the information among friends and family. 

2. Combine the provision of information with exercises and games to pass and practice information in 
different ways. This works well in smaller groups of 12-15 students. 

NEXT STEPS  

TOP ADVICE 
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3. Consider the local context, whether it is possible to form mixed groups or whether girls and boys 
are best organised separately. Similar for specific topics like SRH. In the case of Laos, mixed groups 
seem to work well, some even say also when discussing SRH. 

4. The peer educator approach is well suited for the topic of Nutrition, even from age 10-11. 
However, teacher support is required. It would be interesting to pilot the support of older 
students to lend more authority and Lao language skills in cases where the facilitators and students 
are predominantly from ethnic groups. 

 
 
 
 
 
The average costs in US$ of implementing the activity under SCALING in 79 schools in 13 target districts. 
 

Activity Total 
Budget 

Cost per 
School Remarks 

ToT of district support team; training 
of Adolescent Facilitators (AFs) and 
teachers; review meetings 

   251,620        3,185  
6 AFs per school per round. 
Supported by 3 teachers per 
school  

Forming of Peer Support Groups 
including materials and equipment 134,123        1,698  

Equipment includes LCD, 
laptops where required and 
some investment in WASH 
infrastructure. 

Total   385,743       4,883  - 

 
Please note that these costs are limited to direct activity costs only and do not include salaries of 

the project and government staff concerned, nor other general support costs to the project. 

OTHER INTERESTING INFORMATION FOR THE CASE STUDY 


