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KEY TAKEAWAYS 
In alignment with USAID’s 2018 Education Policy, the values of inclusion and equity are paramount to 
providing quality education for all. Inclusion means removing barriers and discriminatory behavior both 
in access and quality of education. It also means intentional planning to reach out to students who are 
marginalized or in vulnerable situations. Equity means that USAID invests in and advocates for policies 
and procedures that promote equitable access to quality education, the inclusion of children and youth 
with disabilities, and gender equality in education at the regional, national, and local levels.   

In USAID higher education scholarship programming, values of equity and inclusion must be intentionally 
considered and included in each step of the scholarship activity design, management, and 
implementation. This is because scholarships are a competitive process with far more applicants than 
awards, so it is challenging to be both inclusive and selective. For USAID scholarships to be inclusive and 
equitable, they must reach diverse populations, work to remove barriers to application and acceptance, 
and provide reasonable accommodation and adequate support for students who are marginalized. 

To ensure that scholarships are inclusive, ways to be more equitable and inclusive must be actively 
sought and considered at every stage of the scholarship cycle, from planning the activity, recruiting and 
selecting participants, preparing for academic study, considering the higher education institution (HEI) 
environment, transitioning to employment, and transitioning to an alumnus. Inclusion is often discussed 
in an abstract or high-level way, such as a scholarship must be accessible and available to all. However, 
to do inclusion well in USAID scholarship activities, the operationalized details are equally as important 
as the values that undergird them. Attention to inclusion is necessary at every stage of the process.
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1. INTRODUCTION 
USAID’s Education Policy1

2 

 

 prioritizes increased access to quality education for all children and youth. 
Equity and inclusion for persons who are marginalized applies to all areas of USAID’s education 
programming, including higher education scholarship activities, and for both domestic and international 
scholarships.  

KEY IDEA:  HOW DOES USAID DEFINE “MARGINALIZED” GROUPS? 

USAID defines marginalized groups as people who are typically denied access to legal 
protection or social and economic participation and programs (i.e., police protection, political 
participation, access to healthcare, education, employment), whether in practice or in principle, 
for historical, cultural, political, and/or other contextual reasons. Such groups may include, but 
are not limited to, women and girls, persons with disabilities, LGBTI people, displaced persons, 

migrants, indigenous individuals and communities, youth and the elderly, religious minorities, ethnic minorities, 
people in lower castes, and people of diverse economic class and political opinions. These groups often suffer 
from discrimination in the application of laws and policy and/or access to resources, services, and social 
protection, and may be subject to persecution, harassment, and/or violence. They may also be described as 
“underrepresented,” “at-risk,” or “vulnerable.”

At the same time, scholarship activities are competitive and designed to select individuals who align with 
the activity’s development objectives. Top candidates likely have already benefited from many social 
supports; they also hold a promising vision for the future, show leadership skills, and demonstrate that 
they can be excellent students. Many times, top candidates are those who have achieved a great deal 
already, have high language and intercultural skills, and may be able to afford higher education without 
scholarship support. Therefore, without intention, scholarships can perpetuate the elite within a country 
along gender, ethnic, urban, or linguistic lines. 

To address these challenges, USAID Missions and Operating Units (OUs) and their implementing 
partners have made a deliberate effort to extend participation in higher education scholarships by 
reaching out to marginalized populations, including leveraging women’s participation and creating 
pathways to include people with disabilities. They also have worked to provide support for students 
throughout scholarship activities.  

This good practice paper provides recommendations for ways that USAID Missions and OUs can make 
higher education scholarship activities accessible to all. This document provides guidance and examples 
of good practices for activity designers, managers, and implementing partners to create inclusive 

 

1 USAID. USAID Education Policy, 2018. 
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1865/2018_Education_Policy_FINAL_WEB.pdf. 
2 USAID. Suggested Approaches for Integrating Inclusive Development Across the Program Cycle and in Mission Operations, 
2018. 
https://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/additional_help_for_ads_201_inclusive_development_180726_final_r
.pdf. 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1865/2018_Education_Policy_FINAL_WEB.pdf
https://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/additional_help_for_ads_201_inclusive_development_180726_final_r.pdf
https://usaidlearninglab.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/additional_help_for_ads_201_inclusive_development_180726_final_r.pdf
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scholarship programming, pulling examples from USAID scholarships and other activities. The document 
also includes notes for budgetary considerations necessary to provide targeted outreach and support 
services for engaging marginalized populations.  

Structure 

The Background section provides an overview of USAID higher education scholarship activities’ 
practices that work to include marginalized populations. The Guidance on Inclusive Practices in 
Scholarship Activities section includes 16 recommendations for inclusive practices in scholarship 
activities—from designing the activity to working with scholarship alumni. For each practice, an example 
is highlighted. Financial considerations are noted throughout the document. This document also 
discusses relevant policy and guidance related to equity and inclusion for international scholarships.  

Methodology 

This document is based on a review of USAID scholarship activities, interviews with 21 USAID staff and 
implementing partners, and a review of research and policies related to good practice in supporting 
scholarship for students who are marginalized. 

Using this Document  

This document is intended to accompany other materials available in the USAID Higher Education 
Scholarships Toolkit. If you are new to scholarship programming, consider starting with Seven Important 
Questions to Ask When Designing a USAID Scholarship Activity3

4

 and Stages of Implementing a USAID 
Scholarship Activity: Placing Students at the Center  to gain a comprehensive overview of scholarship 
programming before using this document. 

  

3 Campbell, Anne, and Ilham Chelabi. “Seven Important Questions to Ask When Designing a USAID Scholarship Activity.” 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 2021.  
4 Campbell, Anne, and Ilham Chelabi. “Stages of Implementing a USAID Scholarship Activity:  Placing Students at the Center.” 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 2021. 

 

https://www.edu-links.org/resources/seven-important-questions-ask-when-designing-usaid-higher-education-scholarship-activity
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/seven-important-questions-ask-when-designing-usaid-higher-education-scholarship-activity
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/stages-implementing-usaid-scholarship-activity-placing-students-center
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/stages-implementing-usaid-scholarship-activity-placing-students-center
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2. BACKGROUND  

What is inclusive education? 

According to the USAID Education Policy5

6

.7

 and the Committee on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities,  inclusive education focuses on the full and effective participation, accessibility, attendance, 
and achievement of all students, especially those who, for different reasons, are excluded or at risk of 
being marginalized. 

What are the guiding principles and values of inclusion? 

Nothing about us without us.  
A key principle of inclusion is “nothing about us without us,” which implies that any decisions should be 
made in partnership with persons who are marginalized or in vulnerable situations. USAID prioritizes 
inviting diverse voices into the conversation on program planning and implementation. For additional 
information on including diverse perspectives in USAID programming and mainstreaming disability 
across the program cycle and beyond, see USAID Disability Inclusive Development 102 Toolkit  

Equity. 
Equity is providing resources and support to all students so that they can achieve similar outcomes.8

9

 
Equity differs from equality, as equity means that each receives the resources needed to meet his or her 
needs while equality means all are treated the same. 

Reasonable accommodation.  
To achieve equity, students must have reasonable accommodation when needed. USAID defines 
reasonable accommodation as “modifications or adjustments that enable a person with a disability to 
participate on an equitable basis as others.”  This means an adjustment to their education—or their 
access to education—that allows students to be well supported and excel. Examples include providing 
sign language interpreters; providing materials in alternative formats like braille, large print, or 
electronically; or providing accessible transportation. Further examples specific to scholarships can be 
found in recommendations 7 and 13 below. 

Universal design for learning.  
USAID adheres to principles of Universal Design for Learning (UDL)10,11 which is a holistic approach to 
the design and implementation of educating all students—including marginalized populations such as 

 

5 USAID. USAID Education Policy, 2018.  
6 United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner. “General Comment 4 of the CRPD Committee on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities,” 2016. https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/crpd/pages/gc.aspx. 
7 USAID. “Disability Inclusive Development 102 Mainstreaming Disability Across the Program Cycle and Beyond. Programming 
Toolkit.” June 2018. 
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/Mainstreaming_Disability_Across_The_Program_Cycle_and_Beyond_
Toolkit_Digital_revised_9_5_2019.pdf. 
8 USAID uses the definition of equity provided in the 2020 Global Education Monitoring Report:  “a process or actions aimed at 
ensuring equality.” 
9 USAID. “Disability Inclusion Toolkit.” (n.d.) https://www.edu-links.org/resources/disability-inclusive-education-toolkit 
10 USAID. USAID Education Policy. 2018.  
11 Teaching Excellence in Adult Literacy. “TEAL Center Fact Sheet No. 2: Universal Design for Learning,” 2010. 
https://lincs.ed.gov/sites/default/files/2_TEAL_UDL.pdf. 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/Mainstreaming_Disability_Across_The_Program_Cycle_and_Beyond_Toolkit_Digital_revised_9_5_2019.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/Mainstreaming_Disability_Across_The_Program_Cycle_and_Beyond_Toolkit_Digital_revised_9_5_2019.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/Mainstreaming_Disability_Across_The_Program_Cycle_and_Beyond_Toolkit_Digital_revised_9_5_2019.pdf
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/disability-inclusive-education-toolkit
https://lincs.ed.gov/sites/default/files/2_TEAL_UDL.pdf
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people from gender and sexual minorities, indigenous populations and students with disabilities—to 
foster learning outcomes. UDL guidelines recommend flexible learning environments.12

13

14 

15  

 UDL also 
influences many aspects of USAID’s education programming such as formulation of policy, allocation of 
resources, training content for teachers, learning materials for students, support services, infrastructure, 
transportation, and assistive technologies. 

What is USAID’s commitment to inclusive education? 

The USAID Education Policy sets forth a clear commitment to inclusion across all of its education 
investments and priority areas and works actively to identify and support local initiatives and reforms 
that reach marginalized populations in the local context at all levels of education.  The policy notes that 
students who are marginalized need increased access to quality education, which includes women, 
gender and sexual minorities, students with disabilities. The policy notes that reaching students who are 
marginalized and in vulnerable situations often requires additional resources and specialized expertise, 
especially in crisis and conflict contexts. 

What does inclusion mean in terms of higher education scholarships? 

In terms of competitive scholarships to HEIs, inclusion means that any qualified individual may fairly 
compete for, be accepted into, excel in, and complete a scholarship activity. To do this well, intentional 
effort to seek inclusive practices at every step of the scholarship activity planning process is needed. 
Figure 1 below outlines the six stages of scholarship activity implementation. More information is 
available at Stages of Implementing a USAID Scholarship Activity: Placing Students at the Center.

FIGURE 1. Six Stages of Implementing a Scholarship Activity 

 

. 

.  

Inclusive practices are necessary across these six stages to reach and recruit marginalized populations to 
inform them of the scholarship, support them to complete the application and selection cycle, prepare 
them for their academic experience, provide reasonable accommodations and support throughout their 
academic studies, and provide quality support after graduation. At its core, this holistic approach means 
creating an inclusive environment in the scholarship activity that is safe, relevant, and promotes well-
being.

 

12 Universal Design for Learning in Higher Education. “UDL on Campus,” 2021. http://udloncampus.cast.org/home
13 USAID. USAID Education Policy. 2018.  
14 Campbell, Anne, and Ilham Chelabi. “Stages of implementing a USAID Scholarship Activity:  Placing Students at the Center.” 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 2021. 
15 USAID. “USAID Fact Sheet on Disability and Education,” 2019. https://www-
origin.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1865/FactSheet_Disability_7.31.19_FINAL.pdf

http://udloncampus.cast.org/home
https://www-origin.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1865/FactSheet_Disability_7.31.19_FINAL.pdf
https://www-origin.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1865/FactSheet_Disability_7.31.19_FINAL.pdf
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KEY IDEA:   
INTERNATIONAL AND INTERCULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN INCLUSIVE PRACTICES 

For students who are relocating to new communities and adapting to new cultures as part of a 
USAID scholarship, there are additional considerations for inclusion. Personal identities and 
characteristics, which may be either accepted or marginalized in one’s home context, may be 
perceived differently in another context, like at a host HEI. For example, cultural attitudes 
toward women, gender and sexual minorities, or students with disabilities may vary 
considerably between home and host community.16

17

 

  

17

 Likewise, the types of services, support, and 
opportunities available to scholarship recipients may also vary between one’s home and the HEI’s contexts.  
Services, support, and cultural attitudes in the host HEI location should be considered before students are 
matched with a host HEI. 

Being intentional about inclusion in design, management, and implementation is imperative for inclusive 
USAID scholarship activities. It also leads to ethical programming and opportunities for students who 
are marginalized in their societies. 

 

16 Diversity Abroad. “Students with Disabilities Abroad,” 2019. https://www.diversityabroad.com/articles/students-disabilities-
abroad.  

 De Bruin, Kate. “The Impact of Inclusive Education Reforms on Students with Disability:  An International Comparison.” 
International Journal of Inclusive Education. 23, no. 7-8 (2019): 811-826. 

https://www.diversityabroad.com/articles/students-disabilities-abroad
https://www.diversityabroad.com/articles/students-disabilities-abroad
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3. GUIDANCE ON INCLUSIVE PRACTICES IN SCHOLARSHIP 
ACTIVITIES 

The following list of 16 recommendations from USAID staff and implementing partners provides 
guidance on inclusive activities in USAID scholarships. Alongside these recommendations, there are 
several examples of USAID scholarships or other funders’ programs to illustrate these practices in 
action. Financial considerations are also noted. 

Recommendation 1:  Seek diverse perspectives at the outset. 

When designing a scholarship activity, include marginalized populations and diverse perspectives from 
the start. This practice embodies one of the major philosophies of inclusion:  “nothing about us without 
us.” To carry this out, invite input and leadership from representatives of diverse populations—such as 
marginalized groups or rural areas—to consider how the programming meets inclusion goals. These 
representatives can include USAID staff who work on inclusion, representatives from non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), civil society, rights-based groups in the country, USAID scholarship alumni, and 
local government representatives. These individuals can give input into activity design, implementation 
strategies, and future planning. They also provide excellent insight into ways to recruit and support 
students who are marginalized, as well as advocate for the scholarship.  

Recommendation 2:  Demonstrate commitment to inclusion in hiring and training of staff 
and consultants. 

As scholarship activities are beginning, new staff, consultants, and other partners are brought into the 
activity. Demonstrate a commitment to inclusion in hiring practices. Notably, scholarship applicants and 
partners look to examples of diversity and inclusion within the leadership of the scholarship activity. This 
includes USAID staff, implementing partners, speakers, mentors, and consultants. In addition, consider 
giving all of the staff training on inclusive practices, equity, and bias. In all hiring and training practices, put 
inclusive practices at the center. Select and hire scholarship activity staff who represent diverse groups 
and train them in inclusion practices. 

Recommendation 3:  Be inclusive in scholarship materials and marketing and recruitment 
efforts. 

Scholarship applicants and partners look for examples of diversity and inclusion within the scholarship 
activity. When preparing scholarship activity materials, be sure to examine the content to include 
diverse examples and non-derogatory and inclusive language. Seek out photos that feature diverse 
participants (e.g., women, persons with disabilities, gender and sexual minorities, and racial and ethnic 
diversity).  

Many USAID scholarship programs focus on diverse examples in their promotional materials. For 
example, USAID/Egypt’s Cairo Initiative Scholarship Program has focused on designing promotional 
materials with examples and quotes from women alumni, photos of diverse participants, and intentional 
inclusion of scholarship students who come from rural or Indigenous populations and/or who have a 
disability. This work is in tandem with the Mission’s Needs Assessment of Persons with Disabilities in 
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Egyptian Public Universities and Regional Technical 
Colleges,18

19

. 

. 

 which has provided a holistic overview of 
challenges facing higher education broadly in the 
country. Another example from USAID/Indonesia’s 
PRESTASI scholarship is included here (flyer on the 
left). 

In addition to creating promotional materials, 
establish a targeted distribution plan to reach 
potential candidates who are marginalized, in 
vulnerable situations, or in rural areas. Utilizing site 
visits to introduce scholarships activities to specific 
groups can be very effective and may include traveling 
to rural areas to visit public schools or speaking with 
local organizations that support marginalized 
populations. Information sessions can provide 
information about the scholarship and demystify the 
application process, especially for students who are 
the first in their family to attend an HEI. Leaving 
materials and paper applications can be important for 
places with low or inconsistent access to online 
application portals. For example, in Lebanon, local 
partner university staff went to meet with high school 

principals to spread information about the University Scholars Program (USP) and reach young people.  
In addition, alumni of USAID scholarships can be helpful by sharing their experiences and answering 
questions from potential candidates.  

Recommendation 4:  Diversify modes and platforms. 

To complement the recommendations stated, scholarship activity staff should promote the scholarship 
via modes and platforms that are both broad and accessible to all populations. This includes having 
materials available both online and in paper format (for those with minimal internet access), issuing 
materials in multiple languages (both majority and minority languages in the country), and making 
applications available in large print or braille.  

This recommendation also includes using multiple modes and platforms for advertising the scholarship, 
including both digital (e.g., social media) and analog formats (e.g., paper flyers). Common methods of 
advertising scholarships are on websites, by SMS texts, or through social media, but not all potential 
applicants have access to reliable internet. Additional modes like radio advertisements, on-site 
presentations, and advertisements in information booklets or newspapers can extend the information. 

 

18 The QED Group, LLC. “Needs Assessment of Persons with Disabilities in Egyptian Public Universities and Regional Technical 
Colleges, Final Report,” 2017. https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00N6TT.pdf
19 Miller, Robert, Joanna Khanter, Wassim Katerji, Najwa Andraos, Kamil Wanna, and Harvey Herr. “USAID Lebanon 
University Scholarship Program Mid-term Evaluation.” USAID Report, 2015. http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/pa00ks5t.pdf

https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00N6TT.pdf
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/pa00ks5t.pdf
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Moreover, providing paper applications can remove the barriers—including inconsistent electricity or 
access to computer cafes—and can extend the diversity of applicants for a scholarship. 

In addition, for those who do have access to the internet, using the accessibility support built into many 
web-based services—such as sign language interpretation picture-in-picture, closed captions, translation 
services, or alternative text—are important for inclusive design. Likewise, it is important to consider the 
groups who may be excluded from technology-based approaches. For example, women often have 
decreased access to mobile phones and web-based strategies are likely to exclude candidates living in 
remote areas without internet access.  

EXAMPLE IN PRACTICE: PAPER APPLICATIONS INCREASE DIVERSITY OF APPLICANTS 

Two USAID scholarship activities in Latin America—the Cooperative Association of States for 
Scholarships (CASS) and Scholarships for Education and Economic Development (SEED)— 
provided paper-based applications and saw an increase in the number of women and Indigenous 
applicants. By providing paper applications, candidates could focus on providing the information 
needed to complete their applications instead of spending time working on finding consistent 

access to a computer—and a stable internet connection. This, in turn, increased the number of individuals from 
these populations who gained employment and leadership opportunities and have contributed to the teachers 
who remain in rural areas to teach.20 

21

Recommendation 5:  Consider inclusion in scholarship programming and events. 

Scholarship activities can include many events and 
extracurricular programming, such as interviews, 
orientations, pre-academic training, conferences, and 
alumni meetings.  When planning for these events, apply 
good practices and values of inclusion—and make 
reasonable accommodations for students—from the start.  

This means thinking about whether the event should be 
held in person or online to reach more individuals. If it’s 
an in-person event, it means picking the event location in 
terms of the city (e.g., is the location accessible to all?), 
specific building (e.g., are the bathrooms accessible?), 
dates (e.g., are major religious days avoided?), agenda (e.g., 
can everyone equally participate in the event?), and topics 
(e.g., does the topic promote inclusion and is relevant to all individuals attending?). These events may 

 

20 Chesterfield, Ray, and William Dant. “Evaluation of LAC Higher Education Scholarships Program.” USAID Evaluation, 2013. 
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDACX232.pdf. 
21 Chelabi, Ilham, and Anne Campbell. “Beyond Financial Assistance:  Extracurricular Programming in USAID Scholarships:  
Good Practice Paper.” United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 2021. 

Mandela Washington Fellowship for Young African 
Leaders Conference 2018 

PHOTO CREDIT: IREX 

https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDACX232.pdf
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need additional logistical support (e.g., interpreters), which could require additional time, finances, or 
staff.  

In addition, providing programming online may allow additional equity. For example, scholarship 
interviews hosted online may increase the participation of students from outside the capital. (At the 
same time, it may limit more active participation than those in urban areas with stronger internet 
access.) The use of accessible technology available through online platforms might be an added benefit 
for students with disabilities. For more guidelines and tips, see Creating Accessible Digital Products,22

23  

24

 
and good practices around digital accessibility during COVID-19.

Recommendation 6:  Inform students’ families, communities, and employers of 
scholarships’ benefits. 

Students rarely make decisions for higher education by 
themselves. These decisions are often made with a larger 
network—including their families, communities, and employers. 
Some individuals in this network may not value the opportunity 
or understand the role of education in the students’ life and 
future plans. Informing these groups of the scholarships’ goals 
and provisions, the benefits of additional education, and the 
expectations that will be placed on the scholarship student will 
inform these key decision-makers—ultimately allowing the 
activity to recruit and retain the best students. It is a helpful 
strategy to do this from the outset, as many times students will 
be discouraged from applying if their families or communities 
are not aware of the expectations, benefits, and commitments 
of the activity. 

Recommendation 7:  Partner with host HEIs to provide 
inclusive support and reasonable accommodations. 

Increasingly, HEIs worldwide have designated plans and policies for inclusion of diverse students. These 
plans and policies include extensive student services, student clubs and activities, accessible campuses, 
technology to accommodate diverse learning styles, policies for reasonable accommodation, campus 
safety initiatives, and safe spaces that aim to show respect to all individuals regardless of background or 
opinion.  When selecting host HEI partners, consider the types of services and support available for 
students. These may include provision of a sign language interpreter, real-time captioning services, 
notetakers, extra time on exams, tutoring services, ensuring materials are accessible in braille or audio 
format, and many more. Likewise, for scholarships that include an international mobility element, be 

 

22 General Services Administration. “Creating Accessible Digital Products,” 2021. https://www.section508.gov/create. 
23 USAID. “COVID-19 and Digital Accessibility:  The Importance of Digital Accessibility,” 2021. https://www.usaid.gov/news-
information/fact-sheets/covid-19-and-digital-accessibility.  
24 U.S. Department of Education, Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development and Office of the Under Secretary, 
“Advancing Diversity and Inclusion in Higher Education,” Washington, D.C., 2016. 

Graduation from Arab Academy for Science 
Technology & Maritime Transport.  

CREDIT: USAID/EGYPT 

https://www.section508.gov/create
https://www.section508.gov/create
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/fact-sheets/covid-19-and-digital-accessibility
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/fact-sheets/covid-19-and-digital-accessibility
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sure to ask about services for international students, as well. As researchers25, 26 and practitioners27

28 

29 

 

 
note that international student mobility is becoming more inclusive, barriers remain, especially given the 
significant differences of HEIs both within and among countries.  

Providing ongoing support and advising for students are key interventions to retaining diverse students 
in scholarship programming. Depending on the scholarship and host HEIs, these services are known as 
student monitoring, wrap-around support, intensive advising, or pastoral care. In this type of advising, 
advisors can provide information directly, or they can recommend other services, as well as answer 
questions before they become problems or emergencies. For additional information on wrap-around 
advising, see Beyond Financial Assistance: Extracurricular Programming in USAID Scholarships.

EXAMPLE IN PRACTICE:  INTENSIVE ADVISING 

Two USAID scholarship activities in Latin America—the Cooperative Association of States for 
Scholarships (CASS) and Scholarships for Education and Economic Development (SEED)— 
provided paper-based applications and saw an increase in the number of women and Indigenous 
applicants. By providing paper applications, candidates could focus on providing the information 
needed to complete their applications instead of spending time working on finding consistent 

access to a computer—and a stable internet connection. This, in turn, increased the number of individuals from 
these populations who gained employment and leadership opportunities and have contributed to the teachers 
who remain in rural areas to teach.

When selecting HEI partners, consider the services and support available for students, as well as the 
cultural values for students who are marginalized. If needed services—or the ability to make reasonable 
accommodations—are not currently available at host HEIs, suggest that the scholarship activity help to 
develop these. One way to build HEI capacity in this area is through partnerships with HEIs involved in 
the scholarship program. By sharing peer examples and resources, HEIs can learn from others and 
expand the types of services offered. 

 

25 Janebová, Eva, and Christopher Johnstone. “Mapping the Dimensions of Inclusive Internationalization.”  Inequalities in Study 
Abroad and Student Mobility, Routledge. (2020): 115-128. 
26 Johnstone, Christopher, and Paul Edwards. “Accommodations, Accessibility, and Culture:  Increasing Access to Study Abroad 
for Students with Disabilities.” Journal of Studies in International Education. 24, no. 4 (2020): 424-439. 
27 Mobility International USA. “National Clearinghouse for Disability and Exchange,” 2021. https://www.miusa.org/ncde. 
28 Chelabi, Ilham, and Anne Campbell. “Beyond Financial Assistance:  Extracurricular Programming in USAID Scholarships:  

Good Practice Paper.” United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 2021.  

29 Chesterfield, Ray, and William Dant. “Evaluation of LAC Higher Education Scholarships Program.” USAID Evaluation, 2013. 
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDACX232.pdf. 

https://www.miusa.org/ncde
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDACX232.pdf
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EXAMPLE IN PRACTICE:  UNIVERSITIES PARTNERING TO SHARE LESSONS AND 
EXAMPLES OF INCLUSION EFFORTS  

The Mastercard Foundation Scholars Program supported a partnership between the University 
of Gondar in Ethiopia and the Queen’s University in Canada. The goal was to support students 
with disabilities on both campuses by sharing lessons and examples between campuses to build 
stronger support services, create new disability-related education courses, train future faculty, 
and support research and internship opportunities for undergraduate and graduate scholars.30  

 

Recommendation 8:  Provide financial and other support for completing applications.  

Compiling all of the materials needed for a completed application can be a challenge. In some countries, 
acquiring the needed paperwork like transcripts can take many hours of waiting in line to acquire or 
certify the paperwork. In addition, traveling across town to collect or submit materials can take time and 
funding and may be prohibitive for some candidates. Consider providing support for applicants to 
complete their application materials, small funding for bus rides and other transport to collect or print 
materials, and extending deadlines in case of mostly completed applications. These considerations will be 
especially helpful to applicants who are economically marginalized or in rural communities. One such 
program that might be available to students seeking USAID or other scholarships is the EducationUSA 
Opportunity Funds program,31 which provides students who are highly qualified yet lack adequate 
finances to apply to educational opportunities in the United States. More than 50 countries offer 
Opportunity Funds and more than 100 U.S. colleges and universities have enrolled Opportunity Funds 
students since 2006. 

Recommendation 9:  Ensure diversity on selection panels and train selection panel 
members.  

Scholarship selection is a high-stakes process and many important decisions are made in a short period 
of time. In addition, students who are marginalized may not have applied to scholarships before or have 
guidance and advice from family and friends on how to be competitive for these opportunities. 
However, there are ways to mitigate this bias and give a fairer review to all candidates.  

First, by selecting application reviewers who are from marginalized groups (and paying them for their 
work), the selection committee can bring in additional perspectives and knowledge when reviewing 

 

30 Aldersey, Heather M, Mikyas Abera, Anushka Mzinganjira, Solomon Abebe, and Solomon Demissie.  “The University of 
Gondar, Queen’s University and Mastercard Foundation Scholars Program:  A Partnership for Disability-Inclusive Higher 
Education in Ethiopia.” Gateways: International Journal of Community Research and Engagement, Article ID 6856. 2019. 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/720c/5e459098efba69d86feab52f583f06eaceb2.pdf. 
31 EducationUSA. United States Department of State. https://educationusa.state.gov/foreign-institutions-and-
governments/special-programs. 

https://educationusa.state.gov/foreign-institutions-and-governments/special-programs
https://educationusa.state.gov/foreign-institutions-and-governments/special-programs
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diverse candidates. Likewise, a diverse interview panel can send a message about the values of the 
scholarship and allow students who are marginalized to imagine themselves in similar roles.  

Second, selection committees should participate in training to make them aware of potential bias and 
discrimination in the selection process. Through specific training, selection committees can learn more 
about the recruitment process, selection criteria, how differences in background and ethnicity result in 
different opportunities and experiences, and how to ask unbiased questions. Ideally the trainer will be a 
skilled facilitator who is knowledgeable of national inter-group dynamics and marginalization within the 
context. 

EXAMPLE IN PRACTICE:  INTERVIEW PANEL TRAINING TO ADDRESS POTENTIAL BIAS 

USAID/Indonesia’s PRESTASI program provided training for interviewers on how to ask 
questions that are more open and less biased. It also reviewed its interview question protocol 
through a gender lens, reviewing questions that may appear to penalize women candidates, such 
as whether candidates were married and if their partners approved of their intention to pursue 
higher education. While some selection panel members found these questions to be appropriate, 

others thought they unfairly targeted women and were discriminatory. The outcome was a fairer selection 
process and a more diverse group of finalists. 

Recommendation 10:  Include fair selection criteria and consider quotas.  

As noted earlier in the document, those awarding scholarships are often accused of providing 
opportunities to those who have already achieved much. When designing interview questions and 
selection criteria, consider how the selection process can include individuals who have had fewer 
opportunities to shine. For example, some students may have great ideas captured in their application 
essays, but their English language ability is low. In this case, consider working with semi-finalists to revise 
their essays before submitting an application packet. Another way to encourage fair selection is to assign 
quotas, with a certain percentage of scholarships set aside for women, Indigenous students, students 
with disabilities, or students from other marginalized groups. Some selection criteria may give additional 
points to candidates from certain marginalized groups (e.g., students whose parents did not complete 
secondary education) to count toward the total score on their applications.  
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EXAMPLE IN PRACTICE:  QUOTAS FOR WOMEN IN STEM FIELDS 

USAID/Pakistan’s Merit and Needs-Based Scholarship Program (MNBSP), implemented by 
Pakistan’s Higher Education Commission, provided scholarships to disadvantaged students who 
met the academic criteria for admission to any of the 30 partner HEIs. As part of the program’s 
effort to increase women participants, funding was increased to recruit women participants with 
an emphasis on STEM fields.32

33

34

 USAID/Pakistan also required participating institutions reserve at 
least 25 percent of all scholarships for women.  In 2013, the second phase of MNBSP increased the quota to 50 
percent for women students. 

Recommendation 11:  Provide Pre-Academic Training. 

Once students are selected for the scholarship, many scholarship activities provide Pre-Departure 
Orientations (PDOs), which typically inform students of their academic studies, higher education culture 
and expectations, and grant requirements. Scholarships that intend to support students who are 
marginalized may also offer Pre-Academic Training (PAT). PAT can last up to 12 months and aims to 
improve academic skills, English language, academic writing, or other skills that will be needed to 
succeed in the host HEI. PAT can be useful for students who are the first in their family to attend higher 
education, those who are using new technologies, or students who need to build English language or 
other academic skills that are expected at the host HEI. 

PATs can vary significantly by scholarship activity, host HEIs, and individual students. Some scholarships 
require that individuals leave their jobs and enroll full-time in this training (with financial support from 
USAID) before they begin their scholarships. In addition, PAT can help improve the quality of the 
application to the host HEI and open other opportunities for the students, such as acquiring graduate 
assistantships or additional scholarship funding.  As noted above, ensure that PDO and PAT events are 
held in accessible locations, using multimodal and accessible learning tools. 

Recommendation 12:  Expand monitoring and disaggregate data. 

USAID scholarship activities must report on Standard Indicator ES2.2, which captures the number of 
individuals attending HEIs with United States Government (USG) scholarship or financial assistance.35 
This number is further disaggregated to monitor additional demographic factors, such as number of 
individuals from rural areas, number of males and females with a disability, and number of individuals 

 

32 Berman, Laine, Yasmin Zaidi, Rehana Shaikh, and Babur Mufti. “Merit- and Needs-Based Scholarship Program (MNBSP) Study 
- Developing a Highly Educated Female Workforce in Pakistan:  Opportunities and Constraints. USAID/Pakistan Report, 
October 2014. 
https://dec.usaid.gov/dec/content/Detail_Presto.aspx?vID=47&ctID=ODVhZjk4NWQtM2YyMi00YjRmLTkxNjktZTcxMjM2ND
BmY2Uy&rID=MTk2NjMx. 
33 Haugen, Valerie, Mona Zikra, Nemat Guenana, and Reuben Hermeso. “Evaluation of the Cairo Initiative Scholarship 
Program.” United States Agency for International Development (USAID) Report, 2015. 
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00KPVG.pdf. 
34 Chelabi, Ilham, and Anne Campbell. “Beyond Financial Assistance:  Extracurricular Programming in USAID Scholarships:  
Good Practice Paper. United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 2021. 
35 USAID. “PIRS ES.2-2,” 2021. https://www.edu-links.org/resources/pirs-es2-2-scholarships. 

https://dec.usaid.gov/dec/content/Detail_Presto.aspx?vID=47&ctID=ODVhZjk4NWQtM2YyMi00YjRmLTkxNjktZTcxMjM2NDBmY2Uy&rID=MTk2NjMx
https://dec.usaid.gov/dec/content/Detail_Presto.aspx?vID=47&ctID=ODVhZjk4NWQtM2YyMi00YjRmLTkxNjktZTcxMjM2NDBmY2Uy&rID=MTk2NjMx
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00KPVG.pdf
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/pirs-es2-2-scholarships
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who are crisis or conflict-affected, among others.36

37   

.38

. 
37

 Disaggregating data by categories such as these help 
to achieve USAID’s Education Policy priority of increasing access to quality education for all children and 
youth. 

In addition, a USAID Mission or OU may wish to collect additional data to help measure aspects of 
outreach, change in selection processes over time, or retention of students who are marginalized. For 
example, the evaluation team of USAID/Egypt’s Cairo Initiative Scholarship Program (CISP) was unable 
to learn important gender-disaggregated information, such as the gender balance of the applicant pool, 
the candidates who were not selected, or the candidates who left the program after being selected. 
Knowing this information would have helped improve the CISP administration and evaluation.

For further information on identifying the right tool and method for measurement, consult How-To 
Note: Collecting Data on Disability Prevalence in Education Programs  It is important to note that 
collecting data on disability, or other personal factors, is separate from the personal characteristics you 
include on the scholarship application form. Consult national anti-discrimination laws for what types of 
information can be collected and used in scholarship applications when considering scholarship 
recipients. 

Recommendation 13:  Support students’ requests for reasonable accommodation as part 
of scholarship. 

As noted above, reasonable accommodation is a modification or adjustment to an education or the 
application process. Under the principle of inclusive education, all students need support to allow them 
to fully participate and excel in their studies. For students who are marginalized, this may mean having 
additional support structures included in the scholarship provision. These support structures fall under 
reasonable accommodation as they help the student to use methods that work for them to excel at the 
HEI—in addition to the services provided at the HEI—especially in terms of retention and completion of 
their degrees. 

 

36 Each of these terms is defined at https://www.edu-links.org/resources/pirs-es2-2-scholarships
 Haugen, Valerie, Mona Zikra, Nemat Guenana, and Reuben Hermeso. “Evaluation of the Cairo Initiative Scholarship 

Program.” United States Agency for International Development (USAID) Report, 2015. 
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00KPVG.pdf. 
38 Pagel, Rebecca, and Leah Maxson. “How-To Note:  Collecting Data on Disability Prevalence in Education Programs.” United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID), 2020. https://www.edu-links.org/resources/how-note-collecting-data-
disability-education. 

https://www.edu-links.org/resources/how-note-collecting-data-disability-education
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/how-note-collecting-data-disability-education
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/pirs-es2-2-scholarships
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00KPVG.pdf
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/how-note-collecting-data-disability-education
https://www.edu-links.org/resources/how-note-collecting-data-disability-education
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For example, this may include having family 
members join them for travel to the HEI. Or for 
students who are parents, this may mean providing 
funding and permission to bring their children with 
them for the educational experience. In other cases, 
some students who are blind or use a wheelchair 
may have personal assistants to support them in 
their education journey. Moreover, for students 
pursuing international education, visas are a factor 
to consider for dependents. While ADS 252.3.4 
language39 strongly discourages dependent travel as 
part of exchange programs, it is important to 
consider exercising the exceptions available for 
students who are marginalized.  

Recommendation 14: Provide additional 
funding or materials to support success. 

When working with students who are marginalized 
or in vulnerable situations, there may be additional costs needed to support their successful enrollment 
and retention, particularly if they are traveling to new domestic or international locations to study or if 
they have been living in less-resourced communities, like refugee camps. For students with some 
resources, it may be possible to acquire certain equipment or services by paying upfront or borrowing 
money from a family member. For other students, they may not be able to immediately produce 
additional funding needed for small items like bus fares, hygiene, or phone data, which could jeopardize 
their scholarship success. 

Notably, these costs may be small and incremental, such as increased data plan access for online 
materials if free internet is not always available, round-trip bus fare, or alternate accommodations if their 
HEI is closed during holidays. They may also be significant, such as medical insurance or medical 
procedures that are not available at home. Having flexible, immediate, and additional funding available to 
cover these costs is a good practice in working with students who are marginalized. 

In addition, students may need additional computer hardware or software to facilitate learning in 
technology-heavy degree programs. Conducting a technology audit with all of the scholarship students 
to note the equipment they currently own, to identify the equipment they need, and to obtain 
equipment required for success in their degree program is essential for success in HEI. Consider 
reviewing the technology audit a few weeks after the HEI term begins to confirm that students are able 
to fully and equitably engage in their studies. 

 

39 ADS 252.3.4 Dependents Certification at https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1865/252.pdf. 

MNBSP Scholarship Recipient.  

USAID/PAKISTAN. 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1865/252.pdf
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Recommendation 15: Develop networks and provide advising for employment and post-
scholarship opportunities.  

Gaining access to internships, employment, and other post-graduate opportunities can be challenging for 
students who are marginalized. They may not have the same types of networks or connections as their 
peers, they may not have training in how to successfully seek and acquire employment, or they may not 
feel equipped—or have the investment capital—to start a new business. In addition, societies that create 
marginalization for certain populations are unlikely to automatically change their attitudes simply 
because the individual has a USAID scholarship or diploma at the completion of the scholarship. 

Host HEIs and scholarship activity implementing partners may provide training and additional resources 
in this area, including career workshops, entrepreneurship training, and other support. Scholarship 
programs may also wish to arrange site visits to private businesses and employment fairs, or arrange for 
guest speakers to link scholarship graduates with employment opportunities. Examples of 
extracurricular programming are available in Beyond Financial Assistance: Extracurricular Programming 
in USAID Scholarships: Good Practice Paper.40 

41 

  

Recommendation 16: Engage alumni and alumni associations in their work in this area. 

Alumni of past scholarship programming can be great advocates to promote human rights and 
opportunities for students who are 
marginalized or in vulnerable situations in 
current programming. This can include 
efforts to influence policy, provide services 
directly, or alter their own teaching and 
leadership toward more inclusive efforts. 
Supporting alumni in their efforts can bring 
change in inclusive practices at multiple 
levels. Alumni associations tend to work 
together against perceptions of stigma, to 
expand the quality and extent of services, 
conduct research on these challenges in 
their countries, and fight to change national 
policies that discriminate, such as inequality 
in pay or access to services.

 

40 Chelabi, Ilham, and Anne Campbell. “Beyond Financial Assistance:  Extracurricular Programming in USAID Scholarships:  
Good Practice Paper.” United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 2021.  
41 Campbell, Anne C., and Aryn R. Baxter. “Exploring the Attributes and Practices of Alumni Associations that Advance Social 
Change.” International Journal of Educational Development. 66. (2019): 164-172. 

Mandela Washington Fellow Conference 2016 in South Africa 
PHOTO CREDIT: HOLLY POWERS/ USAID SOUTHERN AFRICA 
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EXAMPLE IN PRACTICE: SCHOLARSHIP ALUMNI ADVOCATING FOR RIGHTS AND 
ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP 

The Transformational Leadership Program (TLP) Alumni Association of Kosovo has been active in 
multiple projects focusing on gender inequality, human rights, and rule of law. Started in 2017, this 
Alumni Association is composed of 287 alumni of USAID/Kosovo scholarship and short-term 
exchange programs.42,43 Another scholarship program, the Ford Foundation’s International 
Fellowships Program, has been charting how alumni in 23 countries have influenced policy and 

program change for individuals with disabilities.44 

 

  

 

42 Transformational Leadership Program Alumni Association. https://tlp-aa.org/. 
43 Transformational Leadership Program. https://www.usaid.gov/kosovo/program-updates/nov-2017-transformational-
leadership-program-establishes-new-alumni-association. 
44 Institute of International Education. “Disability is Not Inability:  IFP Alumni Advocates in the Disability Field,” Issue Brief 4. 
(2016). https://p.widencdn.net/frn6h3/IFP-Issue-Brief-4_June-2016.  

https://tlp-aa.org/
https://www.usaid.gov/kosovo/program-updates/nov-2017-transformational-leadership-program-establishes-new-alumni-association
https://www.usaid.gov/kosovo/program-updates/nov-2017-transformational-leadership-program-establishes-new-alumni-association
https://p.widencdn.net/frn6h3/IFP-Issue-Brief-4_June-2016
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4. CONCLUSION 
Inclusion is a key principle in the USAID Education Policy and in the design and implementation of 
scholarship programs. Furthermore, scholarships are an opportunity to help advance inclusion in higher 
education. While much of the attention on integrating inclusive practices into scholarship programs thus 
far has been focused on recruitment, selection, and supporting students through their educational 
experiences, additional work can be done to facilitate internships and other professional experiences. 
This includes helping individuals who are marginalized gain access to fair work and engaging alumni in 
inclusion activities.  

Worldwide, there is still a considerable gap between equal and fair access to learning for all students. 
Stigma and prejudice continue and affect the possibility of individuals who are marginalized to gain access 
to quality education. Scholarships are one route that can remove barriers for individuals who are 
marginalized. 
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