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Evaluation of Social Service Delivery: A Practitioner’s Perspective
The issue of evaluation raises two further important questions: Evaluation by whom? Evaluation for
what? These critical questions need to be well understood, because the answers to these questions
can provide us with important political and programmatic insights in the delivery of the social good.
In this paper, I propose that in evaluating the delivery of any social service, the following four

questions need to be borne in mind:
1. Has the social service been delivered to the beneficiaries in the intended manner?

Is it

having the intended effect/ impact on them?
2. What other aspects of the beneficiaries/ stakeholders has this social good or the form in
which it has been delivered impacted?
3. What aspects of the political/ cultural/ social setting in the area have impacted to the
success/ failure of the initiative?
4. How do we gain insights about how the beneficiaries/ stakeholders can evaluate the quality
of service delivery on their own in the long-term?
This four-question framework is expected to lead to improved delivery of the social service.
In the course of this paper, I cite three specific initiatives, all in the context of universalisation of
elementary education in India. In the first instance, the evaluation of learning outcomes is done by
teachers, but increasingly gives an opportunity for the parents to understand and participate. In the
second, which stands on the shoulders of the first, the programme is designed for evaluation by an
independent agency for schools that volunteer to be evaluated. And the third that describes the
evaluation of a service delivered – in this case describes the findings of the evaluation of outcomes in
an initiative using IT in elementary schools.
As we begin a discussion on the aspect of evaluation, it is worth understanding what The World Bank,
which is among the largest organisations funding poverty alleviation and other development projects
around the world, has to say about evaluation. The Poverty Net website of the World Bank has
written extensively about evaluation of poverty alleviation programmes:
Impact evaluation is an assessment of the extent to which interventions or programs cause
changes in the well-being of target populations, such as individuals, households,
organizations, communities, or other identifiable units to which interventions are directed in
social programs. One way of conceptualizing net effects (or outcome) is the difference
between persons or other targets who have participated in a project and comparable
individuals, or entities who have not participated in the project. Therefore, an impact
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evaluation must estimate the counterfactual, which attempts to define a hypothetical
situation that would occur in the absence of the program, and to measure the welfare levels
of individuals or other identifiable units that correspond with this hypothetical situation.1

Getting illiterate parents to evaluate their child’s learning
Karnataka is a state in South India with nearly 8.3 million children enrolled in elementary school.
More than 85 percent of children in the state are enrolled in government schools. One of the major
problems faced by the system here is the low academic achievement levels of children who go to
government schools. The government has initiated a number of programmes based on providing
inputs to government schools. The assessment of these initiatives reveal favourable findings but the
magnitude of change falls short of expectations.
Until recently, the Government of Karnataka did not have a formal report card that was issued to
parents of children at the primary school level (Grade 1-4). In 2001, the government took up an
initiative to provide report cards of children’s academic performance to the parents periodically. The
progress report card indicated the child’s achievement levels in terms of grades A to D.

It was

assumed that such grading would be a way to communicate with parents about their child’s
performance.
A quick tour of several schools, and discussions with parents pointed to two basic flaws in this
approach:
1. A number of children in government schools are first generation literates – i.e. their parents
are illiterate. This report card assumes that all parents would be able to understand what the
grades meant.
2. It provides no scope for parents to identify the specific academic competencies that their
child does not possess. In such a situation, the parents will be unable to assist the child to
gain the competencies that the child lacks.

In addition, there were technical difficulties in the format because of which teachers found it difficult
to fill the report. Deeper probing as part of this informal “evaluation” of the utility of the existing tool
to measure the quality of delivery of the social good (in this case, learning outcomes) provided some
important insights:
1. Some of the important factors that can have a significant impact on the quality of learning
outcomes is parental awareness of the expected learning outcomes, cooperation and
pressure all acting at the same time.
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2. Cooperation and meaningful ‘pressure’ on teachers can be brought more effectively if the
parents are aware of what their children are supposed in know in any grade.
3. The centrally printed and standardised textbooks couch the expected learning levels in highly
technical language, difficult even for a teacher to understand.
4. Most teachers have a tendency to measure children’s achievement on the content in the
textbook (which requires rote learning), rather than the competencies that are intended to be
covered in the lesson (which requires an understanding of the content/ competency).
5. The lack of understanding on the part of the parents about the expected learning levels
results in an information imbalance between parents and teachers, thereby significantly
weakening the bargaining position of the parents.

These observations led to the following ideas:

1. Simplify the technically worded expected learning outcomes defined by the government
(controversially called Minimum Levels of Learning) to commonly understood language –

reduce the information imbalance
2. Identify the key competencies that need to be listed in the report card (for monitoring
purposes), without compromising on the learning outcomes to be attained by the child –

simplify the process for easy evaluation by parents
3. Prepare a report card format that is easily understandable by teachers and from which
parents can identify which specific competency their child needs extra assistance – provide an

opportunity for parents to help their child learn
4. Communicate with parents about how to use this report card for the benefit of their child –

improve the chances of better quality delivery

A 10-week intensive process involving classroom teachers from rural government schools,
development of a draft report card, field testing with teachers and parents and subsequent
modifications, led to the creation of a new improved and “acceptable” version of the report card. This
report card has addressed some of the pitfalls of the previous one. However, preparation of the new
version of the report card is no panacea – it is only one small step towards effective evaluation of
learning outcomes of children.
The next steps required to make this approach effective and increasingly local are being worked out.
However, the fact is that for learning to become effective and lasting, evaluation of learning
outcomes needs to be simplified to a level in which even illiterate parents are able to evaluate their
child’s learning. Work is underway to further simplify the articulation of academic competencies,
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which the child has to learn – and simultaneously develop tools for effective evaluation of these
competencies by illiterate parents.
The question of whether the delivery of the social good (learning outcomes) has in fact improved
because of the changes in the report card is indeed very important. However, it would be important
to understand the other processes that are at work when such an initiative is launched that contribute
to either the success on failure of this intervention.
Learning Guarantee
“If your child comes to my school regularly for a year, I will guarantee that your child will know at
least these identified competencies.” What is the possibility of getting schools to commit to learning
outcomes and then work towards ensuring that children in fact achieve those learning outcomes?
The Learning Guarantee Programme (LGP) is a multi-layer strategic response developed by Azim
Premji Foundation to the problem of low attainment levels by children in elementary schools across
the country. Studies have indicated that primary-level learning achievement is low in the country
where majority of grade 4 and grade 5 students in government have not acquired basic literacy and
numeracy skills (Govinda and Varghese 1993; Saxena, Singh, and Gupta 1995)2.
The LGP is structured as an award based programme spread over three years.

Azim Premji

Foundation announces the programme and invites applications from government schools volunteering
to participate in the programme. Upon signing up, the school receives a Prospectus, which details
out the contours of the programme and the academic competencies that an independent group of
academics will measure the children on. The school has the option of indicating the exact time when
their school will be ready for evaluation.

Any school that is able to demonstrate student

achievement of a certain level gets the award. For the school to qualify for the award the following
year, the school needs to demonstrate continued superior performance.
The Foundation is putting in place a simple mechanism to track a number of schools that have opted
to be part of the LGP. This tracking will involve two approaches: (a) Case studies of participating
schools to observe what happens in these schools from the day they sign up for the programme to
the time of evaluation. (b) Detailed research on a handful of schools on a variety of factors that
affect learning outcomes.
The independent academic team that will visit the school for the evaluation will only measure terminal
performance. But the greatest learning value will come from the close observations in schools about

5

the process in which the learning guarantee is achieved.

The evaluation process of learning

guarantee programme will be inadequate if at least the following aspects are not covered:
1. How did children in the learning guarantee school perform on the terminal tests administered
by the independent evaluators?
2. What other processes have occurred in the learning guarantee schools after they have signed
up for the programme?
3. What are the enabling factors in the village and the school that enabled the achievement of
the learning guarantee? Do these factors exist in the villages/ schools that did not sign up for
learning guarantee? Can these factors be simulated in all other villages?
4. What was the involvement of the community to track the learning levels of children during
the period prior to evaluation? Are there aspects of evaluation that can be communicated
effectively to parents, so they may be able to evaluate their children’s learning long after the
independent evaluation team is gone?

The Use of IT in Rural Government Schools
Parents in rural communities in India have increasingly expressed a desire that their children should
know English and should develop basic IT skills.

Azim Premji Foundation decided to pilot a

programme on the use of IT in rural government schools in Karnataka by setting up Community
Learning Centres (CLCs). Typically the CLCs have about 6 computers and allow about 3 class periods
of access to each child between grade 3 to 6 in the school. The CLC is managed on a day-to-day
basis by a local youth who is provided basic training to work with computers in a school environment.
We had the following main questions for our investigation on the effectiveness of CLCs in achieving
universalisation of elementary education goals. Will the use of IT lead to
1. Attracting the out-of-school children back to school?
2. Improvement in attendance rates?
3. Improvement in academic achievement levels of children in these schools?
In an attempt to gain an understanding of whether out-of-school children came back to school,
we considered transition rates from one class to the next.

Transition rate is a good indicator of

whether more children joined a particular school in comparison to the enrolment rates of the
school in the previous year. For example, it is expected that in a class of 25 children in Standard
1, all children will move to standard 2, barring those who are detained/ retained or those who
drop out of school. If there are more children in standard 2 than the 25 in standard 1, this could
happen only if children transfer from other schools to this school or if out-of-school children have
joined this school, laterally to standard 2.

6

The adjoining graph showing the Transition Rate Comparison, points to interesting results. Some
observations on the graph:
a. We began preparatory
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b. In June/July 01, and
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June/July 02 (since the
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CLCs), there have been consistent and increases in enrolments, over the previous year. This
points that more children have joined these set of schools in various grades than in the
previous two years in a row.
c.

The spurt in transition rates in Standard 5 and 6 seen are largely on account of change in
government policies.

d. We do not have data, however, to conclusively state how many of these children were out of
school children, and how many have transferred from other schools.
e. We will not be able to conclusively state based on the quantitative information available,
whether children joined the school because of the on-going efforts by the government to
enrol all children into school, or because they were attracted to school by the computers.

Interviews with parents and children however, reveal that a number of children came back to school
because they were excited at the prospect of “playing” on the computer. (Most of the educational
content in the CLCs is given in the form of education games.)
Attendance Rates in school are also expected to show an improvement.

However, it is widely

believed, that attendance records maintained in many schools are not dependable. Only anecdotal
evidence has been gathered, which overwhelmingly supports the hypothesis that children are indeed
attending school more regularly since the CLCs have been set-up.
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The statistical analysis of the data on academic achievement levels of students from standard 3 to 6
revealed that the learning levels of children in schools with the CLC were significantly better than
students of those schools who were not exposed to the intervention. It is even more revealing to see
that there is a dramatic drop in the number of children who were in the lowest quartile of scores
between the pre and post test in CLC schools (from 118 to 32 children in language; 130 to 37
children in math), as compared to only a marginal drop (from 112 to 88 children in language; 164 to
116 children in math) in the control group schools. The software that was provided to children in the
CLC schools was designed to partially address only the academic competencies of grade 1, 2 and 3.
Of the children tested on grade 2, 3, 4 and 5, the most important target group of this initiative was
the lowest performing children in each of these classes. To that end, the programme seems to have
met the objectives.
The pilot project of setting up 34 Community Learning Centres (CLCs) has given a number of insights
into the use of technology in government schools. Our plan was to provide financial support to the
youth to manage the centre for a period of 12 months from start of the programme. We have
stopped providing any direct financial support to these schools since April 1, 2002. Until now, we
have not had any instances of the community refusing point blank to participate in making the CLC
financially sustaining. Only part of the sustenance has happened through revenue generation at the
CLCs, the balance coming from Gram Panchayat (the local village council), local milk dairy, etc.
In our eagerness to study the impact based on the three identified areas of improvement in
enrolment, attendance and achievement, if we ask only questions pertaining to the direct impact of
the programme, we will likely miss a number of important insights into factors that have enabled the
programme.

Applying the four-question framework would be critical to understanding the

programme from a practitioner’s point of view.
Let me illustrate the importance of looking beyond the three questions that we have asked ourselves
in the case of usage of IT in rural schools. After we stopped paying the Fellowship at the end of 12
months to a school in Anoor village (about an hour and half away from Bangalore city), the
community got together and decided that the youth will (a) be allowed only one day a month of
leave, (b) keep the CLC open for an extra hour if there is a power cut during school hours so children
don’t lose out on computer time. They have also started asking for new content in CDs to be given to
them. When parents start taking such active interest in the affairs of the CLC, there are obvious
implications on school governance. It is entirely possible for us to completely lose sight of this if we
have a narrow focus in evaluation.
While we actively debate the evaluation of social service delivery, there are also a number of voices
that caution us against narrow interpretations of measurement and evaluation. As Mintzberg says:
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Next, consider the myth of measurement, and ideology embraced with almost religious fervor
by the Management movement.

What is its effect in government?

measured, for sure, especially costs.

Things have to be

But how many of the real benefits of government

activities lend themselves to such measurement? Some rather simple and directly delivered
ones do – especially at the municipal level – such as garbage collection. But what about the
rest? Robert McNamara’s famous planning, programming, and budgeting systems in the U.S.
federal government failed for this reason: Measurement often missed the point, sometimes
causing awful distortions. (Remember the body counts of Vietnam?) How many times do we
have to come back to this one until we finally give up? Many activities are in the public
sector precisely because of measurement problems: if everything was so crystal clear and
every benefit so easily attributable, those activities would have been in the private sector long
ago.3

The larger canvas
Norris, Smolka, and Soloway4, in their paper on Convergent Analysis, urge researchers to provide
information to practitioners on the available research regarding the topic being researched. This,
they argue, provides valuable insights to practitioners about similar initiatives taken up elsewhere,
and facilitates learning.
The essence of evaluation is to learn. Learn whether an initiative has worked – learn why it has
worked – learn how to enable the direct stakeholders of the initiative to evaluate the impact and
quality in the long term. The delivery of a social good is a complex process and can’t be seen as the
delivery of a “service” in a simplistic manner.

For example, delivery of the social good is not

necessarily only a matter of working out the logistics of distributing, say a vaccine, but involves
complex social and political processes. A comprehensive evaluation of social service delivery needs to
be able to comprehend and capture these aspects.

1

Poverty Net website, World Bank Group, www.worldbank.org/poverty/impact
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2

-- Govinda Rangachar, and N.V Varghese. 1993. Quality of Primary Schooling in India- A Case Study
of Madhya Pradesh. Paris: International Institute Of Educational Planning; New Delhi: National

Institute Of Educational Planning And Administration.

-- Saxena R.R, Satvir Singh, and V.K Jain. 1995. “Impact of Operation Blackboard Scheme on
Learner’s Achievement – A DPEP Baseline Study”. Department Of Measurement, Evaluation, And Data
Processing, National Council Of Education Research And Training, New Delhi, Processed.
3

Henry Mintzberg, Mc Gill University, Harvard Business Review, May-June 1996.

4

Convergent Analysis: A Method for Extracting the Value from Research Studies on Technology in
Education, Cathleen Norris, Jennifer Smolka, Elliot Soloway, 1999
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