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Overview 
I am approaching the end of the first year of a PhD, researching alternative approaches to monitoring and evaluation of ICT for education initiatives in sub-Saharan Africa. The last 12 months have involved extensive reading and writing of a theoretical context and literature review. In addition, preliminary research has been conducted in Ghana and Kenya – and a half-day workshop held at the eLearning Africa conference in Nairobi. 

During conversations at the evening reception of the ICT4D symposium in Karlstad it became apparent that many people were asking the same question: ‘How do we know if what we are doing is having any positive impact?’ In view of this question I decided to structure my presentation around some founding principles regarding how to undertake effective impact evaluation . 

The presentation began with an overview of monitoring and evaluation and its increasingly central position within development practice, reflected in the MDGs, Good Governance agenda and increased donor emphasis on fiscal accountability. The significance of well considered monitoring and evaluation was illustrated through the example of the One Laptop Per Child initiative. Proponents suggest that it constitutes an educational programme which will cause economic development, however these generic claims are not substantiated through initial pilots or baseline study. Following this, the presentation demonstrated the need for a re-conceptualisation of monitoring and evaluation,  embracing innovative alternatives to current orthodoxies – firstly general principles applicable to all ICT for development and secondly specific guidelines to ICT for education. The points covered are not intended to be comprehensive but represent a synopsis of several current observations.
M&E of ICT for Development
Subjectivity
Most spheres of development work have acknowledged the need for a shift from claiming objective analysis – embracing subjectivity and positionality. This trend has been largely excluded from M&E of ICT for development, with an over emphasis on quantifiable indicators – often input based and disaggregated from impact assessment. An approach distanced from logical positivism and instead rooted in critical realism is therefore preferable. 
Mixed Methods

In light of the above it is important to pursue a mixed methods approach to M&E, where both quantitative and qualitative methods and indicators are utilised and valued. However, within this it is vital that we do not react too strongly to the acknowledged over-emphasis on the quantitative and deny its value completely. Useful approaches that could be more widely incorporated into M&E of ICT for development programmes are Most Significant Change analysis and Outcome Mapping.

Appreciation of Culture

The emphasis on input and quantifiable indicators also often leads to an assumption of universal applicability. We need to acknowledge that there is no singular ‘best approach’ to M&E but that a flexible approach that recognises cultural specificities is required in order to be effective in a variety of contexts. 

Participatory 

In order to more fully understand issues of culture and positionality it is important to adopt a participatory approach throughout the M&E. Ideally, this should engage with all stakeholders at each stage of the design, implementation and analysis. Similar to the need for embracing subjectivity, adopting a participatory approach assists in removing the illusion of obtaining a panoptic perspective of expert external knower. 

Critical engagement

Much emphasis within recent philosophy of technology has advocated a complete rejection of technology, painting dystopian portrayals of society’s technologically dominated future. Involvement with ICT for development suggests that we maintain a different perspective and recognise the potential for both liberation and subjugation through technology. Therefore, we reject technological determinism but maintain an attitude of acute critical engagement throughout the M&E process.
Pro-poor

It is important to understand that ICT for development is not automatically predisposed towards assisting the poor and the marginalised. There have been many failed projects which, for many and varied reasons, have not been effective in promoting genuine development. Maintaining a critically engaged stance can be of significant assistance in shaping the M&E of ICT for development to subvert dominant power structures and ensure an intentionally pro-poor stance and perspective.
M&E of ICT for Education

During the workshop conducted at eLearning Africa the participants identified baselines, indicators and donors as the most significant areas of challenge related to the M&E of ICT for education. In considering the issues behind the challenges, I stepped back to consider two questions, ‘Why do we educate?’ and ‘What can ICT do to assist with this?’
Why do we educate?
The economic rationale that underpins much of the current global drive for investment in education is insufficient as a framework for action. It is important to engage with more philosophically grounded conceptions of the rationale for education, including the desire to enhance freedom, facilitate autonomy and self determination, provoke critical reflection and ensure well being. Such an understanding influences perspective on what constitutes a valuable ICT for education intervention, and thus its monitoring and evaluation.
What can ICT do to assist?

Pedagogical studies of recent years indicate a shift in thinking and practice from education as passive to active process - defined by nouns to defined by verbs. In addition, taxonomies demonstrate the progression of educational skills from basic remembering to complex creativity. There is significant and currently underutilised potential for ICT to assist in the active and high-end learning processes of education – and this is rarely incorporated to monitoring and evaluation. 
