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Towards “better evaluation” – an account of one internal practice
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Hello everybody. It is good to be here.

To start, and as a citizen of a country itself absorbed with living and dealing with the aftermath of colonialism and dispossession, I wish to acknowledge that the traditional owners of the land we are meeting on are the Wurrundjeri. I also pay my respects to the Wurrundjeri Elders and to the Elders of other Victorian Aboriginal communities. 

Further, I would like to thank the AES, most sincerely for the invitation to come here and talk about CDRA’s work. I would also like to thank Patricia Rogers for shepherding me through this whole experience. Thank you Patricia for your generosity and essential critical guidance. World Vision Australia was instrumental in bringing me here and I thank you too for supporting the voice of CDRA (and NGOs) in this conference.

This morning, I am going to be talking about the internal, or self-evaluation, practice of my organisation, the Community Development Resource Association – CDRA. In so doing, I hope to offer an account of a very particular kind of organisational life.

At CDRA we pursue internal evaluation, as an integral and continuous organisational function. It is an approach that permeates all aspects of organisational life: from the invisible formative heights of identity and values, through culture, strategy and practice, right down to tangible process and procedure; method and tool. 
The first thing I will tell you a bit about, for a few minutes, is CDRA itself. 

We are a 20-year old South African not-for-profit organisation serving social development and civil society initiatives around the world. 
Formed at the height of the anti-Apartheid struggle to provide organisation development services to development and activist organisations, we have our roots in progressive and humanist approaches to social development and change. 
From an early focus of working only in our province, we have now expanded to work throughout the world, including other parts of Africa, Europe, South America and – quite recently – we have done some work in New Zealand. 

We are deliberately generalist in our approach and as a result have the privilege of working with a hugely diverse range of organisational types, from small community based initiatives to large institutions with global reach. We also work with networks and associations throughout, and have done limited work with the South African government at all levels of governance. This has given us a perspective on issues in development that is simultaneously global and local. 
Content-wise, we have experienced similar range, working with initiatives that address –

· urban and rural development, youth development, community based development, women’s organisation, health, welfare, early childhood development, environment, HIV/AIDS, adult education, policy making and research, grant making, children’s rights, development aid, human rights and gender.
And what have we learnt?

Over twenty years of working closely with a range of organisations, we came to see that practice, and the quality, depth and rigour of that, was one of the greatest inhibitors to our clients achievement of their goals. 
No matter the lofty aims of the social change programme, countless initiatives, organisations and projects remain hamstrung in their attempts to reach these aims. There is a huge gap between intention and outcome. There is also an incongruence between intentions and approach. “Human centred”, “participatory,” “sustainable,” “empowered,” and “capacitated” are more often words that are applied to the elusive “other” out there, the one we seek to help. They are less often applied to ourselves.
CDRA has seen that problems with practice cannot be addressed simply by sending people on training courses. Nor can these be addressed by restructuring, reemploying or redeploying. We have seen that organisations are best equipped to tackle problems of practice when they organise themselves to access the rich resource of experience that they already contain, and then translate this into improved collective thinking, strategy and practice.
Presently, our services include organisational process consultancy, qualitative evaluation, courses, a publications programme that shares our learning from practice, and a growing research programme. We also see ourselves as a centre for developmental practice, working in common cause with others who seek to transform social development practice towards something increasingly suitable to the terrain in which we work, capable of grasping and meetings its challenges, and worthy of the causes we seek to serve. 
Our history of internal evaluation goes back to our very early days, when it became clear, very quickly, that the field-team – our practitioners – needed to meet in a structured and committed way if they were to ever learn from each other. It was quite likely that weeks went by with people barely seeing one another except for fleeting greetings in the corridor and the odd “business meeting,” squeezed in-between other “more important” commitments. 

The need to change this situation was, of course, partly driven from the point of view of their own professional development. They had a lot to learn from one another, were pioneering a new approach in South African NGOs and meeting new demands and challenges every day. 
But the requirement for change was even more pressing if they were to create an organisational practice. And CDRA had been founded as an organisation with a specific mission and mandate – thus it was necessary that its practitioner’s worked out of something that was recognisably “CDRA,” rather than just the product of each individual’s accumulated learning and best intentions. There was no template for this practice. Right from the start, CDRA’s approach was intended to bring together corporate and community development methods, and its founders were learning their way into it, as they went along.
How to put that commitment to meet and learn into practice, in ways that is relevant and productive, has come to occupy us in the years since. 
Today, we consider our internal learning the single most important feature of our practice. 
Often we are asked questions along these lines: “What makes CDRA different? Why has it sustained itself through South Africa’s years of transition and general demise of the NGO service organisation? What makes more and more people, from more and more countries, seek out the services of its staff? What keeps more people coming to it than its practitioners (now a team of 10) can possibly handle? What is the source of its vitality?” 
And each time we return, surprised, amazed ourselves at the singular consistency of the answer – it is our internal learning.
This internal learning takes the form of something called “homeweek.” 
It is important that I put this on the table – we meet together, as a practitioner team and as an organisation, for a whole week, almost every month. Nine or ten weeks a year are spent in homeweeks; forty five or fifty days out of the field: not earning, not delivering, not engaged in “core project activities”. Instead, we all come into the office on a Monday morning (usually the last Monday of the month), and begin a week-long process of organisational connecting, strategising, action-learning, co-creating, managing, resource-allocating, peer-supervising, accounting, team building, record creating and practice developing. 
Generally, we perform all of our organisational maintenance and integrating activities in that time. Sometimes it is just practitioners who meet; sometimes it is the whole staff. This integration is an ongoing process, not a once-off event. Each time we meet, in a rich variety of ways, we find that we are making the organisation, anew.

Before sharing my ideas about what we are doing, I will spend the next few minutes telling you what we actually do. 
Homeweek consists of a variety of meetings and pieces of work, each aimed at performing an essential organisational function. 
The heart of homeweek is where practitioners share with one another and learn from practice. Sometimes each of us does a complete review of practice, written up in a report. These are tabled and processed collectively. Other times, we identify a theme or issue in the broader environment, or in the field, or in our strategy and we report and work on this. Our planning and evaluation cycles very often begin with these reports.
Another way in which practice is developed is through intensive case studies, where one or two practitioners will bring a case from the field for the whole team to work on.

Here are some pictures from a case study session:

· this is Shelley introducing the case, an evaluation of a country programme of an international aid agency – 

· After sharing the details of the contract and the context

· The case is described

· The rest of us listen

· There is more describing

· And more listening and thinking

· Then, a bit of discussion

· And some feedback

· At the end, some closing comments. And, always, the ever-present Table Mountain looking down on us.

Often, we will ask one another for feedback on our written work. So, for example, I shared a version of this talk with the team, and got some very good ideas on how to improve it! 

· here I am taking some notes

· and here Doug is, pausing, mid-point

Homeweeks are also used for other forms of learning – teams might get together to work on a course or programme, there might be individual supervision sessions and we also  draw in visitors and others to share perspectives with us – be it on contextual issues or exposure to a new methodology. In our book club, we share with one another interesting and useful articles and books that we have come across. 
A small, but essential part of homeweek is our first session on Monday morning when we all get together over breakfast for an hour of open catching up and connecting.
Important news is shared here – of pregnancy and birth, of dread disease and death, of love, union, dissolution, endurance and delight, of homes gained and homes lost, children’s first day of school and children’s graduation from university, of community and family, tradition and transformation.
There are our reflections on the times in which we live. The war in Iraq, the unfolding horror in Zimbabwe and the incomprehensible state of affairs in our own Health Ministry. 

And then there are the stories from our working month, both in the field and in the office.

· This is Vuyelwa telling us about a trip she made with Doug into rural South Africa. And the perplexed reactions they encountered from blacks and whites alike, when it became clear to people that they were colleagues.
These stories, this news, these observations ... they go on … yet in bringing them together, we have managed to create a small space in which the enormity of people’s lives, can be, for a moment, contained and shared. A space, each month, in which each member of the organisation can connect their full, unique life to the experience of others, and to the organisation as a whole.

In homeweek, we also take care of business. Our allocation meeting is the place where practitioners manage and respond to all requests, queries, networking contacts and invitations that have come to us in the month before, and responsibility for following up or responding is allocated to individuals. It is also the place where we look at the running balance of our timesheets and check that everyone is on course with their commitments. Very often this meeting serves as a place where we pick up new trends in the environment. 

Our debates about what work we do, what requests we pursue, and what requests we turn down serve as a vital, constantly renewing connection to the organisational values and mission. 
Our centre business meeting, which includes the whole staff, focuses on the management of programmes, sharing of information (including finances) and internal affairs. These are held towards the end of the week and are also the place where we tie up loose threads and table any decisions taken in the week.
Finally, our last meeting of the week is a place where the learning and insight from the week is “harvested.” This is also a new innovation. While our homeweeks have run for many years as a de facto think-tank and source of ideas and insight, informing our work in the field and our writing, more recently, we have committed to bringing research, as a practice in its own right, more consciously and deliberately into our work. One angle on this involves extending our action learning approach into action research, and using reflection on our experience as a source of material.

Not every homeweek is the same. Sometimes reflective reports will focus on the donor reports that are due, or on individual performance appraisals. Recently, we have used a whole homeweek to undergo an OD process. There are other times where we use the spaces to do extensive strategic review and planning, and others where we create spaces for practitioners to catch up on their writing, client contracts and correspondence. 
All of our organisational maintenance and internal life is held in these monthly spaces, as are the larger rhythms of annual strategic planning, of biennial OD process work and five-yearly external evaluation.
This year, is a year of big evaluation, and the holding, framing, and processing of the evaluation is all done in homeweek.

Last week, as part of the evaluation, we explored how we allocate, manage and value our time. And here are some of the questions that emerged:


· How can I become more conscious of my use of time to more accurately account for it? (puzzled frustration)

· Why is time a freedom to some and to others not? (frustration)

and the counterpoint to this question – 

· Are work related activities done outside the office valued by the organisation? How much of this is seen? (curious)

And a question that may resonate with some of you: something from a member of our support team:


· How do I balance the benefits gained from homeweek and catching up on work afterwards? (feeling of mild resentment)

Homeweek’s spaces are shaped by the needs emerging out of our work in the field. 
The week becomes a melting pot, where the differentiated experience of each person, working alone, is shared with others, then actively forged into something else, something organisational. The shaping happens not by comparison to organisational line or standard, but through the processes we use for describing and analysing our work. 
Each time the perspective emerges, it is new, yet familiar too … based as it is on one’s own experience, familiarity with and trust of one’s colleagues and the repeated cycles of reflection on and interrogation of practice, that we engage in each month.

In thinking about what characterises our approach to learning and internal evaluation, I found five features that I would like to tell you about. 

· Space, rhythm, champion, approach, collegiality.
The first is space. CDRA chose many years ago to meet monthly because that happened to suit the patterns and rhythms of its consultancy work. It also chose to work together for a whole week. Organisational theory at the time suggested that most organisations spend 20-25% of their time doing maintenance work – we just happened to put ours all together.

Times have changed a great deal since then and the lean and mean organisation, the organisation that out-sources many of its functions, including thinking and learning, is now the norm. We are fortunate that homeweeks have always contributed directly to what is sometimes called “product development” – initially through our writing and now, increasingly our research. This grants us continued use of the time and space that we have, as the “outputs” of homeweek are put to use for a broader audience than just those who participate in them.
The point is, however, that it is possible to make the space, no matter what form it takes and no matter what proportion of one’s working time. For many organisations, the business, strategy and maintenance aspects of their work are more easily separated than are CDRA’s, and these have well-established spaces in which the functions are undertaken. 
For them, the challenge and the task is to create the extra space for learning from and about practice. For some, it involves meeting for one day a month to work on case studies; others meet for a couple of days, or even a week, every quarter ... whatever space they make, they ensure that they give some dedicated time to reflecting and learning together about their practice.

The second element is that of rhythm. Learning is itself a process in motion. Using a reflective value, learning is best done when there is experience to learn from; and experience is constantly changing and accumulating, so learning should be continuous too. 
This is not to suggest that other forms of learning are not useful (for example, having someone share their perspective on things – like at a conference). But it is to emphasise that a practice is built best through reflection on that practice, and that this needs to happen rhythmically – a steady presence that keeps pace conceptually with the ongoing emergence of that same practice.

This is like a rhythmic breathing in and out, a living process all of its own. Imagine this constant process: the movements of differentiation – out into the field, dispersing, working with small parts, working alone; and then integration – back into a learning process, contracting, merging. The combination of mobility and security that this creates can only be achieved by working rhythmically.

Again, CDRA happens to have chosen a monthly rhythm, but for others it differs, depending on the pressures they face in the field and in the world, different choices have been made. 
Many service delivery, community based organisations need the constancy of a Monday morning meeting for connecting with each other and with their environments, but structured learning only happens monthly, when the meeting is extended to last the whole day. Whatever the form, if the work happens regularly – that is, rhythmically - it forms its own kind of structure which is less rigid and more supportive than any kind of organisational procedure, but not so vague that you can’t rely on it. 
A rhythm is what makes learning an organisational practice in its own right.
However, it is very very difficult to hold a rhythm.
CDRA offers a process consultancy service. Our services are in demand. And the timing of our contracts can generally be negotiated to suit both us and our clients. This is not so for many others who wish to learn from their practice.

For many, their work demands that they fit in with the rhythms and requirements of other structures. Contract opportunities which are determined entirely by the client are not so easily set aside. The vagaries of world events, including natural and political disasters, or even the timing of large international conferences, cannot be put on hold because it is time to learn together. 

As we come to work with larger and more complex systems, and as we increase our advocacy for our approach to learning and internal evaluation, we too are facing these difficulties. How do we build, and maintain this space in organisational life? It is a kind of structure in motion, sufficiently compelling to draw most participants most of the time, yet robust and flexible enough to accommodate absences, distractions and false starts.
The quality required for holding steady, while developing something, in the face of enormous contextual pressure to abandon ship, is endurance. These attempts don’t always work especially well the first, second, or even third times. There is so much riding on them, so much pressure from the outside, so much scepticism within. With those starting conditions, it is feels especially cruel that these things don’t fly in the beginning. But that is the truth of it.
Like creating any new culture and discipline; practice, persistence and learning from practice is needed. And to get through the early stages, especially, a third element is required. That is a champion.

This is particularly important in the early stages of setting up internal learning. It is very difficult for a group of people to hold themselves to a task that involves discovering a new way, committing time to something that is initially and necessarily undefined and unclear. 
Despite one’s theoretical grasp of why this is important, and desire to make it become a reality, the messiness of early attempts to make it work, and the burden of other pressures, tends to makes these spaces easy prey for “other priorities.” 

We have seen, and experienced in our own work at this, that the early stages demand that the organisational or team leader champion the process. Final responsibility for ensuring that internal evaluation and learning happens cannot be delegated to people who do not have the authority to make it happen. These processes demand huge resource investment and they have important strategic and operational implications. If the leader is not behind them, especially at initiation, they are unlikely to work.
At CDRA our homeweeks were led for 12 years by our founding Director whose vision and ability to galvanize his staff was both inspirational and tenacious. Now, our rhythm has momentum, and we have a team of people who care for homeweek. Except for when there are big changes being made to the structures and processes of homeweek in general, the actual time that this care takes is minimal. We work out of a rough idea of what the coming months might look like and plan each week in more detail in an hour or so, adjusting the picture for the coming months as we go along. 
Administratively, we have the systems in place for ensuring that information is placed on agendas, that visitors are slotted in, and that minutes and reports are produced. 
So the important task is that of holding homeweek (and the organisational processes that it contains) in one’s mind’s eye. Making connections, linking people and events. Keeping an ear to the ground to find the right case study, the appropriate question to ask of reflective reports. Keeping in mind broader organisational processes of planning and review, performance appraisals and donor reports. Making space for the things that are happening in our practice and in our world to come to life inside of our processes.
The role that we play in holding homeweek is an essential leadership role, played on behalf of the organisation. However this role no longer requires the positional authority that it did in our early days. 

As our own work changes, as we bring ourselves closer to our immediate context, we may have to review how the leadership of homeweek is undertaken and also what form it takes. What we are confident of retaining, perhaps in altered forms, is the fourth element I wish to speak about and that is approach. There is little point in creating the rhythm, and in having a champion, if you do not have a good idea of the way in which you are going to work into all the space created.
The predominantly reflective approach used at CDRA is so entrenched in how we see ourselves, and how we work with our clients, that we might be tempted to overlook it as an intentional approach to our work. Yet contained within it, are very specific values, assumptions and methods. 

For us, the primary value is on learning from experience, collectively. This requires approaches to surfacing that experience that renders it transparent – to the practitioner and to the colleagues. The “inputs” that this requires are also the “outputs” – trust, confidentiality, warmth, respect, listening, suspending judgement. And to work meaningfully with these qualities requires a rigour in method, sometimes belied by the ease and informality of our meetings.
The processes are characterised largely by an absence of problem solving or advice giving (although it would not be true to say that we maintain that stance always – and certainly not in case study sessions). Rather, our task is to focus on listening and on observing. The task of the speaker is to focus on truthfully and accurately presenting their account of themselves. Between the two task orientations, there emerges astonishing moments of honesty, clarity and resolve. Without a hint of rancour or blame, homeweek generates both personal and organisational accountability, not just for money, but for practice too. 
We also value creativity highly and seek out opportunities to work in creative mediums and to experience the creative process, directly, often using art. We believe that repeated exposure to the creative process itself, with its accompanying inspiration, rigour, exhilaration and self-doubt, develops our abilities to work with open-ended processes in the field. Creative work is working into the unknown, and so is process work, and it is this aspect of our practice that this emphasis has benefited over the years.
Like many involved in the field of evaluation, both internal and external, we also use multiple methods in our internal processes. What I want to emphasise, however, is that they also have multiple purposes. The peer supervision, strategising, accountability, information generation and team building that I have mentioned already all happen through the approach I have described. 
One of the benefits of our approach is that we don’t have onerous report writing burdens, or obligatory supervision sessions, or frantic strat planning, or questionable team building events. All of these are covered in the course of our learning, freeing us to pursue our work in the field in the weeks in-between. 

The trust and mutual understanding that is built in the processes described above generates a robustness that carries into the other meetings, where more direction, discrimination and judgement is required. This is especially so in our allocation meetings which are business-like and crisp, marked by a change of pace and tone that allows us to work through massive amounts of information in a very short space of time. 
It seems that business is far easier done when the relationships and the values between people are clear.

This ideal situation I have sketched above, of course, does not always apply – not to us, or to others. We took many years to find the approach that works for us. And even now it is changing. As our work has changed, so our administrative support team has got involved in more of our learning processes, and so our approach is shifting again. 
As our practitioner team grows in size, so we have to change the way we do things. As the issues that we confront in the world present themselves to us with increased ferocity and urgency, so we have to find new ways of responding. This includes expanding how we learn, breaking the tendency to being self-referential, and losing its accompanying impenetrability, that working with a predominantly reflective approach has generated.
I am also sure that the niceties of our approach are not entirely suitable for those whose core business lies outside of the murky world of social intervention. Jobs that are concerned with the material world; jobs that take intervention to scale; jobs that involve the scholarly disciplines – all of these demand their own approaches to learning, many of which are known to the practitioners of those disciplines. 
Nevertheless most of them involve a degree of social engagement and intervention … and for many it is the hardest question of all – now that I have got my product, my programme or my idea … how do I take it to the people? And what to do, with the people and with my thing, once I am there?
It is a task in its own right, to devise approaches to unearthing answers to these questions. And it is through tackling these context and specialisation specific challenges that the right approaches to self-evaluation and learning are created.
Finally, and as an integral part of the approach, there is the shared value of collegiality that permeates the spaces. Homeweeks are not run as staff perks, and they are not there as time-out from our “real work.” They are neither a holiday from the field, nor a reward for it. 
As with any enterprise or social initiative, CDRA’s purpose is to build something bigger than even the sum of the individuals who make it up. And by this we do not mean institutional power in the structural or financial sense. We are trying, through our own field practice and internal learning and evaluation, to contribute to the development of a practice. This involves building our own practice and assisting in the same of others with whom we work, both clients and colleagues. 
By definition this practice is constantly emerging, growing, changing, even while it is creating its norms that are increasingly comprehensible and recognisable to others who seek the same. To maintain the vitality of the practice requires a collegial approach, a mutuality, and professionality. In building this practice, we are all free contributors to it, and equally subject to it. This is a practice, not an implementing agency. It is constantly developing its approach, its thinking about that approach and the methods and tools that might be appropriate in some contexts.
Our sense of accomplishment or failure, comes not from one another, but from our sense of the extent to which what we do is in keeping with the requirements of the practice we are also trying to build. Our colleagues mediate our relationship to that practice, but they do not control it. When we are learning together in our homeweeks, we are building that practice, and it is in that sense that we say that our internal learning is the single most important feature of our practice.

In closing, I would like to venture some thoughts about what this might all mean closer to home. This week I have met people who are seeking to build their own evaluation practice in community with other practitioners. I have also met people who are seeking to help others build their capacity to undertake better evaluation, internally. Some are trying to do both. 
And I want to emphasise that for both, we are talking about undertakings that are innovative, pioneering, and inescapably human. I suggested earlier that appropriate approaches to building evaluation capacity can be best devised by those closest to the specialisations in which they seek to build such capacity. Whether CDRA’s approach does it for you, or not, is not really the point.
What can’t be avoided is the fact that you are seeking to create something that does not yet fully exist. This takes you into the uncertainty of working with the unknown and into the complexity of institutional transformation. This includes facing up to the trickiness of resistance to change, even from those of us who most wish for that same change.
Simple tools and techniques, participatory methodologies and elaborate motivations for reflection and sharing will not get you very far. If “ECB” (evaluation capacity building) in oneself and in others is to deliver on even a tiny part of its best intentions – its aspirations – it requires robust concepts and dedicated willpower. 

On the one hand, we have internal processes of learning and evaluation. On the other hand, there is organisational, or institutional accountability, sustainability and impact. The conceptual and practical connections between these are not self-evident. They need to be sought out and articulated, and continuously expanded. 

I have been reminded a few times this week of the wry response that us process-types often make in the face of suggestions that we do “the soft stuff.” It may be the soft stuff, in the sense that it is working in the invisible terrain of meaning and motivation, but it is jolly hard to do. It is difficult. And done properly, it holds great capacity to transform things. And it is not work for sissies. 

I wish you well on your continuing journey in this work, and thank you for your time here today.
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