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Evaluators working in international development regularly
overcome challenges yet fragile environments present especially
complex situations. This brief “Success Story” examines the key
characteristics of a successful mid-term performance evaluation
that accentuated partnerships and flexibility in order to overcome
several real-world challenges and maximize stakeholder buy-in.
This reflection offers funders and implementing partners elements to consider as they
pursue monitoring, evaluation and learning work in similar contexts. The evaluation was a
collaboration between The Mitchell Group, Inc. (TMG), Prime Contractor and EdIntersect,
Subcontractor, and was conducted between January and May 2020.
The graphic below provides an overview of the project
evaluated: an early grade reading initiative in Mali
called the Selective Integrated Reading Activity (SIRA).
USAID/Mali funds the project and Education Development Center (EDC) leads implementation with a
consortium of partners.
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SIRA RESULTS FRAMEWORK
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EVALUATION DESIGN AND TEAM STRUCTURE
DESIGN

CONVERGENT
MIXED METHODS
APPROACH

TOOLS
1. Early Grade Reading
Assessment (EGRA)
2. Four Questionnaires
(for students,
teachers, school
directors, and
parents)
3. Classroom
observation tool
4. Interview and focus
group discussion
protocols
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EVALUATION TEAM STRUCTURE

INTERCULTURAL TEAM OPERATING IN-COUNTRY AND REMOTELY MADE UP OF:
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Combined international
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team providing statistics,
analysis, and field
management support

QUANTITATIVE SAMPLE: Stakeholders from 110 schools selected using
stratification by region, school status, and student gender, for a total
of 2,180 individuals surveyed. Sample included 1071 students, 838
parents, 100 teachers and 99 directors (1,159 males, 949 females).

QUALITATIVE SAMPLE: In addition to key officials from USAID, SIRA
project staff, national and regional level government officials, the
purposeful sample targeted stakeholders from 16 schools. Sample included SIRA staff, school directors, teachers, parents, school management committees and community leaders. The team conducted 171
interviews and spoke with 413 individuals (162 females, 251 males).
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THREE KEY CHALLENGES EVALUATORS FACED
   
        
        
    
 
     

     
   
    


 
      
   
   
 


          
   
      
     

SOLUTIONS TO FOSTER SUCCESS
PARTNERSHIPS: The design, the field implementation, and the virtual collaborative work of
this evaluation combined to produce a highly regarded set of products created by the individuals and organizations involved. This type of work also represents a notable example of
USAID’s New Partnership Initiative, drawing on local actors and systems. Not only was intercultural collaboration inherent to the team structure (above), but the evaluation relied upon
a cross-institutional partnership between two US-based institutions, one of which is a large
business (TMG), and one which is a certified woman-owned small business (EdIntersect)
In addition, local systems, local personnel, and a key local partner, CEPROCIDE, played a
crucial role in the success of the evaluation. The evaluation highlighted that SIRA prioritized
learning and, in keeping with this finding, the SIRA team demonstrated itself eager to support the evaluation by helping the team navigate the often precarious, complex landscape
in Mali. Results showed that EDC’s approach to SIRA emphasized partnerships at multiple
levels: within its consortium of partners, and with key education partners from the national
ministerial level to the regional level to the school/community level. Through early engagement with key SIRA staff, the evaluation team was able to leverage the strong relationships
on the ground during data collection. For example, faced with school closures due to teacher strikes, local education officials helped identify a school for piloting during data collector
training.
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The evaluation design also incorporated member checking, allowing for ongoing discussion
with SIRA stakeholders of emerging findings. This engagement culminated with the dissemination workshop and subsequently the team took feedback into account to revise the
evaluation report. Such an approach fostered fluid communication between the funder, the
evaluand and the evaluation team, promoting high levels of transparency and strong buy-in
to evaluation results.
FLEXIBLE AND RESPONSIVE EVALUATION DESIGN: Through sensitivity to the evolving context, attention to detail and collaboration with local experts, the evaluation team succeeded in remaining flexible and adaptive in its approach. Three strategies underscore this approach:


• Use of tablets and
Survey CTO to collect
data for all tools,
including qualitative tools
• WhatsApp groups
• Regular telephone
checkins with data
collectors
• Coding workshop
with data collectors
that relied on selfcoding using an
online questionnaire




   
 

• Comprehensive
back-up school list
allowed for immediate
replacement in case of
problems accessing
schools

• Comprehensive
review of project
documents shared by
implementers

• Daily updates from
field teams
• Time for field-level
data entry and
analysis integrated
into qualitative data
collection schedule

• Process to acknowledge limitations
during data collection
• Multiple opportunities
for stakeholders to
review findings prior
to finalization of report

• Use of appropriate
virtual platforms
for disseminating
evaluation findings and
recommendations

5

|

TOGETHER WE SUCCEED

THE MITCHELL GROUP, INC. | EDINTERSECT

COMMITMENT TO ETHICS AND “DO NO HARM” PRINCIPLE: The evaluation team upheld the rights and
well-being of stakeholders and team members throughout the entire process. In addition
to a standard informed consent protocol for respondents, the evaluation team triangulated
security information from USAID, the SIRA team, and the evaluation’s local data collection
partner, CEPROCIDE, in order to assure the safety of field agents. Reliance on team members’ judgments to amend data collection plans in case of perceived danger was critical.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR REIMAGINING EVALUATIONS IN
SIMILAR CONTEXTS
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