BRIDGE Monitoring & Evaluation Community of Practice
Virtual Meeting held on 17 March 2020
The Zoom Experience
March 2020 marked the start of public recognition of Covid-19 in South Africa, and the start
of the practice of social distancing. In response to this new reality, BRIDGE held its first fully
online CoP meeting. While the Zoom platform has previously been used to allow for
participation by those who could not attend in person, this was the first sizeable fully virtual
CoP meeting, hosting over 40 people online. Because of the number of participants, we used
the Zoom group chat function for comments and questions rather than verbal interactions.
We will continue to extend our reach, functionality and expertise in the virtual space.

BRIDGE and Khulisa zooming
in from the Khulisa offices

Some CoP members joining live at
BRIDGE offices (before lockdown!)
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Orientation to the M&E CoP
As this was the first meeting for 2020
and there were new participants, the
CoP facilitator Margie Roper set the
scene with a quick review of the work
of the CoP in 2019.

Using the online tool Mentimeter, we asked the question ‘How many times have you attended
or participated in this CoP?’ Of those who could access the tool, 54% were first time
participants, while 25% had attended more than three CoP events. The remainder fell
between two and three meetings.
NOTE: All presentations are shared with CoP members. These Meeting Highlights capture
main points and themes discussed, and provide links to presentations. For the purposes of
this online CoP, all inputs are set out in one presentation, and will be referenced via Slide
Numbers. Click here to link to the presentation.

PRESENTATION: Evaluation of the M&E CoP: implications going forward
The M&E CoP is a partnership between BRIDGE, the South African Monitoring and Evaluation
Association (SAMEA), Khulisa and Tshikululu. BRIDGE as the convenor is funded by the Zenex
Foundation; as such, the M&E CoP is subject to evaluation by the funder. A formative
evaluation has recently been carried out by Saide. Melissa King from BRIDGE shared some of
the main findings and recommendations from the evaluation, as these insights are valuable
in helping us chart our way forward (see Slides 6-14 of the presentation). She noted, however,
that this presentation gives only a high-level overview of the principles and methodology
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which informed the evaluation, as our focus in this CoP is to pull out implications for future
planning.
This evaluation was informed by four overarching evaluation questions which focus on the
CoP process and the progress towards the achievement of the CoP objectives. The questions
include, but are not limited to:
 the extent of participation and representation in the CoPs
 the information and knowledge that has been generated and shared and how it is
being used to inform professional practice
 the extent to which the planned knowledge products have been developed
 whether the partnerships established for each of the CoPs have emerged as planned.
The evaluation unpacked these questions in relation to the M&E CoP outcomes as given
below.

Some of the main findings (drawn from surveys, key informant interviews, data and
documentary analysis) can be summarised as follows:
 The CoP has a diverse range of participants, both in terms of the areas in which they
work, and their levels of M&E experience. The range includes M&E professionals
(experienced and emerging) to programme providers and implementers with little
M&E exposure. The CoP has been able to manage this diversity well, and survey
respondents saw this as a positive attribute in relation to sharing different types of
insights.
 The CoP is seen as a place in which those new to M&E can gain useful knowledge and
skills which they can use in monitoring their own work.
 The facilitator’s skills set is a vital ingredient: the fact that she is an M&E specialist with
good facilitation skills means that she can bring an M&E lens to discussion, as well as
pitch proceedings appropriately to the diverse CoP participants in the room.
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Evaluation respondents see the knowledge products linked to this CoP as useful. These
include the M&E Tools and Resources shared at each CoP meeting, and the Meeting
Highlights, capturing presentations and discussion. The Meeting Highlights are used
for information-sharing, knowledge building, professional development, as reference
and source material, and for contact and networking information.

The most important recommendation in terms of the CoP’s objectives is that we need to find
ways of strengthening CoP members’ intentions to implement new learnings from the CoP in
their own programmes or organisations: that is, to improve their practice by applying what
has been shared at the CoP. As noted in the evaluation report:
To strengthen the input-action-reflection cycle, each session should end by cementing the participant’s
intent to implement new learnings from the CoP. Members should be requested to state what their
commitment is to translating their new learning into practice. Equally, each new CoP should start with
the participants being asked to share what they consider to be the benefits of the CoP are and to report
on how they have translated any of their learning into practice in the period since the last CoP.
(‘Formative Evaluation of BRIDGE Communities of Practice’. Saide, October 2019, p.44)

Other recommendations include:


Make sure that enough time is allocated to the group-based tasks that focus on
sharing skills and knowledge; these exchanges help participants move beyond
passively absorbing information from external presentations.



The M&E CoP in general needs to be more systematic in collecting its own data: for
example, in relation to the profile of CoP attendees and the organisations they
represent; in relation to the use of Tools and Resources; and in tracking how
knowledge gained is applied outside the CoP.



Online participation needs to be improved and given more structure.

These recommendations have led us to formulate two questions to guide the M&E CoP’s
planning for 2020:
 How can we better balance the needs of the two main
groups who attend: the M&E specialists and the
programme implementers?
 How do we strengthen ways in which M&E knowledge
gained at the CoP is used and implemented outside the
CoP, and bring these experiences back to the CoP?
[Input – action/ implementation – reflection cycle]
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In closing, Melissa noted that CoP planning for 2020 includes slots for feedback on
implementation of lessons learned through the CoP.
You can watch a video of Melissa’s presentation at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OrK1fHwj8e0.

DISCUSSION: Common problems in M&E and how to solve them
In line with the first shaping question above, this year will also focus on common problems
and practical issues in M&E, from the two different perspectives of professional and
implementer. CoP participants were asked to identify some of their M&E priorities or
challenges.
Examples of Mentimeter Responses:
What is a problem or challenge you face or have faced in your M&E?
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From these inputs, Margie noted that there are major concerns with data, in relation to timing
and methods of data collection, as well as quality assurance, analysis and reporting on data.
Data is key as it informs decision-making in any programme or for any organisation.

MASTER CLASS: The Challenges of Data
Leticia Taimo from Khulisa shared lessons about data, based on various M&E experiences in
different sectors. View the slide show aptly named “What I wish I had known at the start!”
(slides 18 to 57). The notes below highlight a few key issues and participant comments.

The nature of data


Data comprises any kind of information: it can
be seen as building blocks for the story of the
programme.



Good projects should mix various kinds of data:
routine data collected regularly and nonroutine data collected at key points or for
specific reasons; qualitative and quantitative
data; and primary and secondary data.



Data quality is vital, but this means that you
need data systems to manage the process from
start to finish. This links to the need for an M&E
framework, a topic that CoP members always
want to explore further.



Funder demands often result in the prioritising
of data, which can undermine the project itself. Collection of data can sometimes be
overwhelming, and needs to be considered carefully in relation to project activities.

Data quality – common problems


Be careful not to make assumptions when you have incomplete or missing data with
no explanation of why it is missing; you need to go back to the people who provided
the data. For example, an excel spreadsheet with empty fields for some personal
information could mean a number of things: it was not collected at all, the individuals
on the sheet don’t actually exist, or people were not prepared to provide this
information.
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Try and understand why you may end up with incorrect or puzzling data capture, so
that you can avoid these errors next time. For example, data captured differently in
different provinces could mean that the training provided was not specific enough;
perhaps field workers didn’t understand the training, or entered false information.
This might suggest that digital checks or quality assurance procedures need to be put
in place.



Sometimes the tools themselves can be problematic, in that categories or questions
are ambiguous.



There are many examples of double counting: for example, counting incorrectly
because there are two different tags/ names for the same person, or people have
logged in to an online service more than once because of lost passwords. Make sure
you clean data for duplicates or minimise risk of double counting before data is
collected.

Some learnings and solutions (see slides 39 to 56 for detail)
Leticia’s key message is to plan what needs to be measured, and how it will be measured,
before the start of the project, and include all those who will be involved in this planning.
Make sure you know what basic data you
need; she gave the example of a teacher
training project which only collected teacher
names, and not the schools at which they
taught. When they wanted to follow up with
these teachers, they had to track them down
retrospectively, which took additional time.
Another vital point is the need to pilot certain
tools. This is especially true in relation to
translated tools or instruments. In the SA
context, different varieties of the same
language can cause misunderstandings, as well as the fact that spoken and grammatical
language may come across differently. Field workers have a bit of leeway to ‘interpret’ in face
to face contexts, which means that training is vital. Field workers need to understand what
kind of data the question is attempting to capture. Other issues may arise when the answers
get translated back in analysis. This is why many data capturing tools for multilingual contexts
are set up as quantitative tools rather than qualitative tools. It is often a question of balancing
consistency in data collection across contexts against depth of data.
Leticia also stressed the need to integrate technology into data collection, and went through
all the benefits of using mobile apps for data collection. For example, data collection on
mobile devices can be easier and quicker than paper collection, records are electronically
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stored, visual baseline data can be captured for later comparisons, and quality assurance can
happen quickly back at head office, saving problems down the line. GPS can help with
mapping site locations. Slides 44 to 50 give examples of various apps and explores their
benefits and how they can contribute to quality data.
Two other important points were made in discussion with participants:


What happens when you realise you have missing or incorrect data after the fact, but
it is not possible to go back and collect it?
Leticia said that this needs to be reported as a limitation to any evaluation findings.
The team needs to reflect on why/how this happened, and the situation can serve as
a lesson to inform future planning. There are ways of visualising missing data for
reporting purposes, as shown in the following link:
https://stephanieevergreen.com/missing-data/.
The following links are good resources to learn more about how to visualise data :
Stephanie Evergreen: https://stephanieevergreen.com/
Ann K. Emery: https://depictdatastudio.com/



How do you deal with unreliable data, e.g. from a government department?
If data sources are not under your control you may need to note this as a limitation.
However, it is also important to say why you think data is unreliable: that is, in the
same way as we need to be able to identify ‘fake news’, we need to know how to
query the reliability of data.

Master Class Learning Activities
Activity 1: Excel Sheet Data Errors
This activity was based on an attendance register for a fictional teacher training
programme (see slide 59). CoP members were asked to identify the anomalies and
challenges in this data and make suggestions about how to correct them, taking into
account what they had learned during the presentation. Here are some examples of
what was noted.


Duplicated reporting of names (e.g. Moses Tsebe): the person responsible for
collecting the register sheets needs to check as the register is filled in, or you can have
a prepopulated register that only requires signatures. Another suggestion is to use
digital registration tools that allow you to add validation into certain fields (see next
point).



Incomplete phone numbers and/or text in the phone number field: if a digital tool is
used, you can make this a numerical field only, with a required amount of numbers
(e.g. 10 for phone number).
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Variations in the way date of birth presented: if a digital tool is used, you can insert a
date field so this information is collected uniformly.



Incomplete ID number (Jeffrey): this should also be a numerical field so that this is
easily spotted and corrected. But you also need to consider if passport numbers are
allowed, in which case you will need to create a separate column.



Inconsistent data (e.g. Moses says he is not a teacher but has also filled in Grade 3).



Most addresses are not filled in, and the ones that are do not give sufficient
information.



The form has not been set up to capture data in a systematic way, and therefore allows
for data errors. Design of something even as simple as a register needs to consider
how people might fill this in, and how the person handling the register should check
this. Include pre-population options for online forms.



A critical point is the need to explain to people what the data will be used for, as this
may help motivate them to fill in the information correctly and legibly.



When designing a form, we need to keep in mind the needs of the end user (e.g. the
evaluator or project staff).

Activity 2: Presenting data in coherent ways
In this activity CoP participants were asked to critique a Bar Column data representation
and a Pie Chart data representation. Slides 60-67 give the original views of each, and then
provide an overlay pointing to all the misleading or inadequate information conveyed by
these graphics.
Note that the M&E CoP held an interactive Data Visualisation session with Jerusha
Govender in 2017. The Meeting Highlights of this event captures a number of tips,
strategies and resources for Data Visualisation, and includes a link to Jerusha’s
presentation as a ‘masterclass’ on data visualisation. Click here for the report and
presentation on Data Visualisation.

You can watch a video of Leticia’s presentation at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FMgAeJjjQys

Terminology Corner: Dosage
This is a standard agenda item which we try to link to the topic at hand. Slides 69 and 70
provide links to more resources on dosage, and to Michael Quinn Patton’s Evaluation
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Flashcards shared at a previous CoP. You can also go to the SAMEA website for more
resources on the topic: https://www.samea.org.za/.
Margie engaged CoP participants in a brief discussion on the concept of ‘dosage’ in M&E. The
following points were made.


Dosage describes different degrees and levels of engagement for elements of the
intervention, based on the understanding of how these relate to different levels of
outcomes. (M&E CoP participation by organisation, for example, is a form of dosage.)



The way in which you set up your data collection process must reflect dosage.



What happens if there is variable dosage between different beneficiary groups who
are supposed to get the same dosage – for example, in an ICT intervention at different
schools in which some schools are affected by connectivity issues, which lowers their
dosage? This would have to be monitored and recorded, and (if possible) some
mitigating actions taken.



Where dosage has been inconsistent you would need to analyse the real dosage and
real outcomes against the expected dosage and expected outcomes, and see if further
mitigation is needed.



Dosage might also change during an intervention, when some beneficiary groups may
not need the same dosage/ support as others. This speaks to using monitoring
information and observed outcomes to adapt your programme as it progresses.



We need to be careful not to assume that more dosage automatically leads to better
impact. Sometimes increased dosage does not make a difference if it is not well
implemented, and less dosage delivered more effectively has more impact. In
response to this point, Margie noted that understanding dosage is all about the links
between dosage and impact, and the judgments made about this: that is, what is the
best ‘bang for buck’ decision? For example, an intervention for X length of time done
at school on a Friday afternoon may not be as effective as one done for the same
amount of time on a different day or time.



Tracking dosage is also key so that we can take what we have learned and replicate it
in order to scale up.

Closing Comments
In relation to feedback on Zoom it was noted that (i) we should have verbal engagement as
well as Zoom Group Chat where possible; and (ii) there are Zoom Group rooms for online
group work which we can use in future.
The following topics or input suggestions for the future came up throughout the meeting:
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Derek Buchler from Royal Bafokeng Institute wants to give input on developing a
framework for multi-site projects and educational programmes within one institution.
Lungile Mduli from AfrikaTikkun wants to discuss their current work on developing an
M&E plan.
Another participant noted that they have experience in combining citizen monitoring
with ‘expert’ monitoring. (Although this is in the health sector and not the education
sector, it will still be pertinent.)
Various participants offered to share their experiences of issues related to dosage.
Another participant noted that they use a number of different types of datasets in
their work, and would like to reflect on how to combine qualitative and quantitative
data in their reporting.
The idea of mentorship through the CoP was put forward.

These issues and the shaping questions noted above will help in planning future CoP agendas.
CoP members interested in sharing these or similar experiences, or evaluations that have
been done, should contact Benter Okelo, benter@bridge.org.za.
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