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BERKELEY -- � e adage that “great ideas are everywhere, 
opportunity is not” holds true in many places, even within top 
universities. UC Berkeley has 30,000 students with great skills and 
ideas, but even with the existing array of clubs, courses and faculty-
led research positions, there remains a strong student demand 
for novel opportunities to tackle real-world challenges. Eight UC 
Berkeley graduate researchers are working with the Blum Center’s 
Development Impact Lab (DIL) to expand the avenues available for 
students from all departments to directly apply their ideas to pressing 
technology challenges in global development and sustainability. 

Collaborating with USAID, the federal agency for foreign assistance, 
the DIL students are laying the foundations for new approaches to 
e�  ciently connect UC Berkeley’s existing technological innovations, 
policy and economic analysis, with the expertise, experience and 
on-the-ground implementations of one of the world’s largest civilian 
aid organizations. In the Blum Center’s current pilot study, the 
graduate student researchers are providing actionable analysis and 
recommendations that support USAID initiatives.  � e students and 
the Blum Center will then use the lessons from this test program to 
further develop and expand opportunities for student global action.

“By initiating and facilitating Berkeley-based projects with 
international USAID locations as well as DC bureaus, DIL makes 
it easy for students to develop actionable solutions to real-world 
problems,” explains Erica Schlesinger, DIL student project manager 
and a Ph.D. student in the Joint Bioengineering Group at UC 
Berkeley and UCSF. “Students are not only learning technical skills, 
but they also have the opportunity to gain valuable project experience 
and developing global networks.”

Together with three other Master of Public 
Policy students, Evan Axelrad (far left) is 
evaluating technologies for charging cell 

phones in rural Mozambique, in support of a 
USAID pilot project to fi nancially empower 

farmers. 

Charlotte Jourdain (MPP 2013) is providing 
research and analysis to USAID’s 

Development Innovation Ventures (DIV),  an 
initiative that funds, evaluates, and scales 

breakthrough solutions to global challenges.  
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One of the researchers is Evan Axelrad, a � rst-year Master of Public 
Policy student at the Goldman School of Public Policy (GSPP). He is 
working with DIL as part of GSPP’s � rst year capstone requirement, in 
which students produce an introductory policy analysis for an NGO or 
company client. For Axelrad, who has previously worked for USDA and 
conducted research as a Fulbright Scholar, the DIL evaluation project is 
an exciting challenge. 

Axelrad is working in a small student team to evaluate technologies for 
charging cell phones in rural Mozambique.  Countless development 
programs aim to leverage the availability of cell phones, but lack of 
electricity remains a widespread and critical bottleneck, including for 
initiatives run by USAID Mozambique and its partner organizations. 
Axelrad explains that while cell phone distribution in Mozambique 
continues to grow, access to electricity remains very low, reaching only 
10 percent of the population.

“We seek to � nd technologies which give the most ‘bang for the buck’ 
in terms of small-scale, rural power generation, and which are also the 
best � t speci� cally for charging cell phones in this context,” explains 
Axelrad.  � e team hopes that their student-led approach can become 
a new model for connecting university expertise, including both policy 
assessment and technology design, to critical development problems.

While the research projects are just a few weeks old, DIL is committed 
to using this pilot program as a stepping stone to developing a larger 
student initiative that also includes undergraduates. 

“We’re really excited about these dynamic pilot projects,” says 
Schlesinger. “We are still developing new projects and partnerships, 
and we look forward to partnering with more departments, groups, and 
courses at Berkeley to connect students with meaningful, real-world 
initiatives.” 

Ashley Clark (MPP/MA-IAS 2014)  is 
researching best practices for eff ectively 
including vulnerable populations in post-
confl ict resolution. This analysis for USAID 

Colombia includes a focus on the emerging 
role of technology.

Sarah Salter (MPP 2013) is also creating novel 
program recommendations for USAID’s DIV 

initiative.

Rita Cuckovich (MPP 2013) is helping DIL by 
assessing the potential of smart hardware 

and sensors for rapid fi eld-testing and 
for monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of 

implemented solutions. 


