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An urgent need to evaluate literacy
Despite renewed attention to adult literacy, actual investment in the sector remains low. This has partly been a result of the policies of funding agencies who consider non-formal programmes as less cost-effective than formal education
 and a responsibility of service-providing Civil Society Organisations rather than the state. Claims have also been made that programmes have commonly failed to provide people with adequate literacy skills (Abadzi 2003). 

Such claims are grounded in evidence of high levels of “drop-out” in many adult literacy programmes. As well as prompting analysis into the quality of programmes this has also led to copious amounts of research into learner motivation (Rogers 2000). While many believe that the question is how to motivate adult learners? (Wlodkowski 1999) critics such as Alan Rogers argue that instead we should be exploring and tapping into pre-existing motivations which might be categorised as symbolic, instrumental, in pursuit of opportunity, or to access further learning (Rogers 2004). From here one can assess the real “wants,” aspirations and intentions of programme participants against the “felt needs” identified by service providers (ibid).

How then can a programme respond directly to (often evolving) motivation, understand the real wants of participants and ensure that learning expectations are being bet? 
The Reflect
 approach to adult literacy responds to this challenge by fusing the theory and methodology of participation with an expanded conceptualisation of literacy. Reflect is grounded in the principles of relevance to the lives and aspirations of participants and active engagement by participants with the learning process (Archer and Cottingham, 1996) Within an adult literacy programme such as Reflect, these theories suggest that participants should play a central role in defining their own learning objectives (see PLA Notes 50, 2004).
At the same time, Reflect’s pedagogy for literacy adopts a Freirean emphasis on “conscientization” or becoming critically aware of social, political, economic, and historical forces that shape oppression with an ultimate goal of transformative action. A renewed clarification
 (see Box 1) has also situated Reflect within a broader conceptualisation of literacy not simply as a technical set of autonomous skills but rather as a social practice that it is acquired and used in a social context and always embedded in socially constructed epistemological principles (Barton, 1994/2007; Heath, 1983; Robinson-Pant 1998; Street 2005). Accordingly, literacy is not dichotomised but rather, people employ different literacies to access and engage with different texts, institutions and processes within different domains (Heath, 1983). 

Thus, with its participatory roots and the expanded notion of literacy it advances, Reflect is theoretically well positioned to respond to real wants and the social context that gives birth to them. In practice, however, significant challenges exist. Pressure from funders to provide standardised “measures of success” are not compatible with the diverse and highly contextualised approaches to documentation and evaluation in Reflect (making it difficult to consolidate evidence and learning). Nevertheless, practitioners have identified the need for a new evaluation mechanism to ensure that programme objectives and participants’ learning expectations are met while allowing flexibility for these to evolve and even change.
Evaluating literacy in Reflect: the process

In response, Reflect practitioners internationally have participated in the development of a new evaluation framework. To initiate the process, ActionAid developed a draft framework that was piloted in South Africa in May 2007. In October 2007, a workshop was held with UK-based research students to critique the early framework. This was followed by a one-week workshop co-hosted by DVV international, ActionAid and SARN (South Africa Reflect Network) in Cape Town in November 2007, where Reflect practitioners from 20 countries convened to engage with and critique the initial framework. In April 2008 SARN took up coordination of the initiative and appointed a Reflect Evaluation Framework Coordinator. 

As part of this evolving process, for six weeks during June and July 2008, 74 Reflect practitioners from 36 countries joined an online network and collaborated across four languages (English, French, Portuguese and Spanish) to discuss the evaluation of Reflect and to contribute ideas. A summary document of the online dialogue was then shared in English, French and Spanish with Reflect practitioners who were not available to take part. The framework was also informed by analysis of Reflect evaluations implemented in 2008 as well as two reviews of past Reflect evaluations carried out by Riddell (2001) and Duffy & Fransman (2008) on behalf of ActionAid. A ‘zero edition
’ of the framework (to be shared, discussed and developed at CONFINTEA IV) is the latest output of this two-year collaborative process. 

Evaluating literacy in Reflect: the framework
The framework provides a broad toolkit for designing and conducting an evaluation which might play a summative (assessing the programme); formative (informing better practice) and pedagogic role (since literacy and communication practices are often developed through the very process of participating in the evaluation process). It is also rooted in the principles of participation which suggest that meaningful and democratic involvement in an evaluation can enhance the ownership of programmes by participants, promoting sustainability and transparency. Individuals are able to reflect on their own learning experience at the same time as the circle as a whole reflects on the collective learning experience. The expectations of participants are therefore just as significant as the programme objectives of implementers and the broader social goals of civil society organisations, governments and donors; all of which should be taken into account by the evaluation.
After carefully explaining the concepts of literacy and evaluation and outlining the principles in which the framework is grounded, the framework then takes the form of a toolkit organised into 16 sections:
1. Planning your evaluation
2. Baseline data and methods
3. Literacy levels
4. Literacy practices for change
5. The literacy environment
6. Supporting organisations
7. Funding and sustainability
8. Circles and circle members
9. Facilitators and facilitation
10. Trainers, training and support
11. Learning and materials
12. Writing your evaluation report
13. Networking and communication
14. Documentation and advocacy
Crucially, the framework is not intended to be used as a blueprint but rather a set of guidelines and suggestions which should be adapted to suit a particular concept. A workshop to help pilot the framework in three countries is planned for later in the year.

Lessons learnt

To date, the process of developing a framework for evaluating literacy in Reflect was challenging and at times frustrating. At this mid-way point some crucial lessons should be emphasised:
· The importance of ensuring conceptual clarity and coherence (particularly when introducing fairly complex concepts such as literacy practices and the literacy environment)

· The importance of ensuring the process is democratic and participatory – that it is multilingual with all documents available in the 4 international languages

· The importance of maintaining an evolutionary approach rather than setting documents in stone
References

Abadzi, H. 2004. “Strategies and Policies for literacy” Background Paper for the GMR 2006 Paris: UNESCO

Archer, D. and Cottingham, S. 1996. The REFLECT mother manual. London: Action Aid

Archer, D. and Goreth, M. 2004. ‘Participation, literacy and empowerment: the continuing evolution of Reflect’ PLA Notes Volume 50. Critical Reflections, Future Directions, October 2004 IIED: London 
Barton, D. 1994, 2007. Literacy: An Introduction To The Ecology Of Written Language. Oxford: Blackwell

Heath, S.B. 1983. Ways with Words CUP: Cambridge

PLA Notes Volume 50. 2004. Critical Reflections, Future Directions, October 2004 IIED: London 
Rogers, A. 2004. 'Adults Learning Literacy: adult learning theory and the provision of literacy classes in the context of developing societies, in Street B V (ed) (2004) Literacies Across Educational Contexts: mediating learning and teaching Philadelphia: Caslon Publishing

———. 2000. What is the Difference? A new critique of adult learning and teaching. Leicester, NIACE.

Robinson-Pant, A. 1998 Why eat green cucumber at the time of dying? Exploring the link between women’s literacy and development: a Nepal perspective, UNESCO Institute for Education, Hamburg

Street, B. 2005 Understanding and defining literacy. Background Paper for EFA Global Monitoring Report 2006.

———. 1984. Literacy in Theory and Practice. CUP: Cambridge

UNESCO Education for All Global Monitoring Report. 2006. Literacy for Life, UNESCO: Paris

UNESCO. 2004. The Plurality of Literacy and Its Implication of Policies and Programmes. UNESCO Education Sector Position Paper. Paris, UNESCO.

Wlodkowski, R. J. 1999. Enhancing Adult Motivation to Learn: A comprehensive guide for teaching all adults San Fransisco, CA: Jossey-Bass
Box 1: How literacy is conceptualised in Reflect





Since 2001 Reflect has adopted an expanded conceptualisation of literacy based on an engagement of contextually situated literacy practices (surrounding the written and spoken word, numbers and images) with the literacy environment





The power of the written word cannot be denied. It is also important to recognise that written texts are no longer limited to the medium of pens and paper but also involve typing on computers, texting on mobile phones etc. Helping people to access texts and use them for their own purposes can be a key ingredient of a wider struggle for socio-economic development and justice… Literacy cannot be treated as a technical skill to be taught in a classroom detached from the world. Rather, real learning takes place through people’s practical engagement with different forms of literacy in their own environment, when it is used as an integral part of a process of analysis, reflection and action.





People’s ability to speak up or speak out, in the public and private domain, and particularly on sensitive issues, can have a dramatic effect on power relationships. There are many elements of our spoken language, some very subtle, which can grant or deny us status and power. Differences in speech can range from the choice of words (vocabulary), strength of voice (intonation), or regional and national differences in language or accent. Gesture and gaze, which often accompany speech, also capture a range of power-relations and contextual norms. Beyond regional differences, there are other influences on a person’s choice of words. These might be the use of technical terms and specialised language related to a specific tradeThe ability, or lack thereof, to communicate in the language of power is often a crucial determinant of exclusion on the one hand and voice, in the political sense, on the other.





In Reflect, numeracy is understood as solving problems, analysing issues and expressing information clearly and concisely through a mixture of written, oral and mental methods. Reflect recognises the importance of numeracy practices that may not comply with traditional methods, for example, a fisherman being able to estimate his catch without using scales. Work around numerical communication in Reflect includes a critical reading of existing ‘texts’ (such as budgets) and the active construction of alternatives. Crucial to this is the recognition and strengthening of mathematical knowledge that participants already have. Numeracy must therefore be introduced in context and focus on real use. 





Images include non-verbal communication (body-language), visual communication (e.g. graphics, logos, photographs, pictures and diagrams) and audio-visual communication (such as film, video, television or theatre). From its very conception, Reflect has used visualisation tools and techniques designed by participants themselves to help them develop their own process of learning, analysis, planning and action. Usually, Reflect programmes are structured around a series of graphics developed by participants, each addressing a local issue from a different angle, which also contributes to the literacy environment. These graphics systematise local knowledge and stimulate critical analysis. Visualisations have also proved particularly effective at generating an active group dynamic, breaking down formal boundaries and re-framing established power relationships.





Finally, the literacy environment within which an individual moves and operates involves the complex interplay of different forms of spoken and written words, numbers and images such as described above. Understanding the literacy environment is crucial for understanding the types of literacies that are required to function in a given context. It also helps us to think about the power relations around access to or exclusion from literacy. Reflect engages with the literacy environment in four ways: Firstly, by critically analyzing the power relations of literacy in context; secondly, by drawing on the environment so that learning materials are more relevant; thirdly, by contributing to the enrichment of the environment so that literacy can be sustained and continue to develop; and finally, by actively transforming the literacy environment through challenging power relations (e.g. campaigning for newspapers to use local languages or simplified texts for new readers).





Source : Adapted from Communication and Power 2001 








� A case refuted by the GMR 2006





� Originally “Re-generated Freirean Literacy through Empowering Community Techniques,” it now rejects the acronym, encouraging organisations to re-name according to the local context. Developed through field practice in El Salvador, Uganda and Bangladesh between 1993 and 1995, it is now used in over 350 organisations in over 60 countries. Reflect rejects the traditional literacy “primer” using instead a facilitators’ manual which is adapted according to context. Each circle develops its own materials through the construction of maps, matrices, calendars and diagrams that represent local reality, systematize the existing knowledge of participants and promote critical analysis of local issues. Learning, reflection and action are intrinsically linked (Archer and Goreth, 2004).





� (Recorded in the publication ‘Communication and Power’ produced by the International Reflect Circle in 2003)


� Since it is still a work-in-progress and will continue to evolve until it is formally piloted later this year.
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