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Hands-on

Learning from experience – Building an M&E system for FunDza
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EDUCATION TO 
READ AND WRITE

Learning from our implementing partners

The FunDza Literacy Trust aims to improve reading 
for pleasure and access to interesting books for 
“book poor” teens and young adults from poor 
communities. Their programmes provide fun, 
relevant and age-appropriate reading material for 
these young people. Hard-copy print books are 
distributed for free to young people via benefi ciary 
groups nationwide and young people can access 
more stories and reading content via their mobi 
site and Mxit portal. 

In early 2013, FunDza commissioned a literature 
review to investigate the current practice of 
measurement and evaluation in the fi elds of 
literacy and mobile learning to inform aspects 
of their M&E system. The review needed to help 
inform the design of a plan to answer FunDza’s 
primary evaluation question: “Does the provision 
of free, relevant and targeted reading content 
improve access to reading materials, impact 
positively on reading behaviour, and increase 
reading for pleasure for young people?” In order to 
unpack this question, the literature review needed 
to get to the bottom of two important issues:

Choosing indicators: Which indicators should 
FunDza use to measure whether their programme 
has had a successful impact? There were no 
obvious answers to this question, as many of 
FunDza’s outcomes1 of interest (e.g. reading for 
pleasure) have no clear-cut defi nition. Further, it 
was identifi ed that there may be measurement 
problems with some potential indicators, in 

1  Outcomes are the positive eff ects that we want to see result from the programme.

particular when the answers were subjective and 
thus could be misreported or where questions may 
be misunderstood. The review needed to provide 
FunDza with clear strategies on how to deal with 
these.

Quantifying impact: FunDza, like many other 
organisations, faced the diffi  cult task of identifying 
how to measure the impact of their programme. 
They wanted to show that their programme 
worked and was reaching young people who did 
not already have easy access to books or other 
relevant reading material. The review looked 
to investigate what other literacy and mobile 
learning programmes had done to measure 
this impact eff ectively. Each impact evaluation 
methodology has its pros and cons and these were 
to be investigated in the review. 

Finally, although not the focus of the review, 
monitoring and measuring continuing progress 
was also very important to FunDza, and the review 
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looked to provide some brief commentary on this. 

Key fi ndings and lessons emerging

There were a number of key lessons that were 
drawn from the literature review. While these are 
especially relevant for organisations that promote 
reading, there are also more general lessons that 
can be applied to M&E.  

Be explicit about your outcomes and how they 

are measured

Most organisations are generally faced with 
some ill-defi ned outcomes of interest that can be 
diffi  cult to measure. These outcomes tend to have 
no commonly accepted defi nition. For example, 
outcomes as diverse as improved leadership, 
empowerment, parental involvement in schooling, 
and in this case, reading for pleasure, each can be 
challenging to defi ne and measure. 

For reading for pleasure, few studies have 
interrogated what is meant by this outcome. 
Consequently, it becomes diffi  cult to interpret 
and compare the results of these studies given 
the diff erent defi nitions and indicators utilised 
to measure impact. Words such as motivation, 
enjoyment, attitudes, interests, behaviour, 
initiative, confi dence and attainment are often used 
(sometimes interchangeably) when describing 
reading for pleasure. While there is clearly no strict 
defi nition, unpacking these components from the 
literature can make it easier to understand and 
provide ideas for how it can be measured. Here are 
a few examples:

1. Reading enjoyment was most commonly 
described as when the act of reading itself is 
experienced as enjoyable. Allan et al. (2005) 
asked learners how much they agreed with a 
number of statements, including “I get totally 
absorbed when I read” or “I often feel bored 
when reading in school”.

2. Attitudes to reading on the other hand 
were described as the “feelings and beliefs 
an individual has with respect to reading” 
(National Literacy Trust 2006). Children were 
asked whether they agreed or disagreed with 
the statements “The more I read, the better I 
become” or “Reading is cool”, amongst others 
(National Literacy Trust 2006). 

3. Reading confi dence has been described as “the 
belief in one’s capabilities” as a reader (National 
Literacy Trust 2006). One question used to 
measure this included “My friends think I am: a 
very good reader; a good reader; an OK reader; 
a poor reader” (Pitcher et al 2007).

4. Motivation to read is highly related to the three 
components above and has been referred 
to as “the internal states that make people 
read” – these internal states could be reading 
enjoyment, attitudes, confi dence etc. 

5. Reading behaviour generally refers to the 
propensity to read (those that read nothing 
or something), intensity of reading (number 
of books/amount of text read), frequency of 
reading (how often reading takes place), time 
spent reading and initiative taken to read.

Organisations need to be specifi c about what 
is meant when measuring the impact of their 
programmes. Without these important details, 
the results produced become less useful, as the 
meaning of their impact is lost.

Be careful of measuring something you didn’t 

intend to

The indicators that we choose are not always valid, 
i.e. they do not always measure the outcomes we 
intend to measure. An excellent example of this was 
demonstrated by Pitcher et al. (2007) who asked 
boys whether they were interested in reading 
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in both a standard survey and a conversational 
interview. Many of the same boys provided 
completely diff erent answers to the questions 
in the survey and interview. In the former, boys 
interpreted “reading” as only the academic type and 
generally answered that they were not interested 
in reading. In the latter, where conversation was 
allowed and more indirect questions were posed, 
the boys demonstrated reading interests outside 
of academic reading. One solution to this problem 
may include asking more specifi c questions, such 
as “How much do you enjoy reading magazines?”.

Besides respondents actually misunderstanding 
the questions, they may provide rushed or even 
dishonest answers. It is very important to pilot 
surveys and other measures before utilising them 
for an evaluation. This will help to uncover whether 
these measurement problems are taking place 
and will allow for organisations to come up with 
strategies to counter them. Examples of solutions 
that were identifi ed for dishonest answering 
may include back-checking answers with more 
objective data or providing more privacy or 
confi dentiality to respondents. 

Unpack how the project works 

The concept of reading for pleasure is complex and 
this is not the only outcome of interest for FunDza, 
who aim to improve literacy achievement, language 
ability, access to books or even deepening ones 
understanding of humanity, amongst others. Most 
organisations face similarly complex programmes 
with multiple outcomes, but what does it mean 
when we get results that we were not expecting, or 

how do all these outcomes work together? In order 
to understand the multitude of data that is often 
collected, it is important to understand how these 
outcomes work together. In other words, we need 
to be explicit about how our programmes work – 
and this can be done through a formalised process 
of creating a Theory of Change. By unpacking 
these relationships graphically and formally, 
organisations can identify outcomes of interest 
that may not have initially been considered, and 
can also help to explain why our programme has 
had an impact or not. It also helps us to interrogate 
any underlying assumptions we may have about 
why our programmes work.  

For FunDza, and most other organisations, the 
Theory of Change is a work in progress and 
will continue to be this way for some time as 
organisations organically change and we learn 
more about the benefi ts of our activities through 
research and practice. 

There are a range of evaluation options 

available – some better or more appropriate 

than others

There are a variety of impact evaluation 
methodologies that have been utilised to evaluate 
literacy and mobile learning programmes; some 
of which are more rigorous and appropriate than 
others. The ones explained in the table below 
are not exhaustive but were the most relevant to 
FunDza (see table following).

Issues of cost, practicality, reliability and usefulness 
need to be thought through when choosing an 
impact evaluation methodology. In addition, 
it is important to be honest and acknowledge 
the limitations of methodologies utilised. Non-
experimental evaluations were not recommended 
in the review as results are likely to be biased or 
inaccurate, and we therefore cannot be confi dent 
that we have found the true impact of the 
programme. It is also important to note that other 
more rigorous evaluations can be costly and may 
require more experienced and technical expertise. 

Monitoring – we can go beyond outputs and look 

at programme fi delity

The literature review primarily focused on the 
measurement of outcomes for the design of an 
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impact evaluation. However, FunDza was also 
interested in what measures could be collected 
on a continuous basis to monitor on-going 
performance, and whether they should be 
developing further measures than the outcomes 
already mentioned in this review. 

Typically monitoring focuses on measuring 
outputs, which FunDza is currently already 
collecting – e.g. the number of pages viewed and 
the number of viewers on their mobi site. While 
quantifying and tracking outputs is useful; it does 
not fully cover the extent of the work that can be 
done as part of the monitoring process.   

The UNDP (2011) defi nes monitoring as a 
“continuous function providing managers and 

key stakeholders with regular feedback on the 
consistency or discrepancy between planned 
and actual performance and on the internal and 
external factors aff ecting results.” These internal 
and external factors can relate to a number of 
questions, which will assist in assessing programme 
fi delity. For example:

Did the programme reach the targeted interest 
group? 
Can we increase the reach of the programme?
Was the programme implemented as it should 
be?
What factors inhibited proper implementation?

Measuring outcomes related to reading for 
pleasure (e.g. reading enjoyment, attitudes and 

Impact Evaluation Methodologies 

Methodology Description Commentary

Non experimental Evaluation

Pre-post analysis Measures progress over time by comparing 
outcomes before and after programme 
completion

We do not know whether this change is due to the programme or 
other events that took place over the same time period

Simple diff erence Compares those in the programme to those 
who are not in the programme (for any reason) 
after completion

Selection bias is a problem, i.e. we don’t know if the diff erence 
in outcomes is due to the programme or other  factors that diff er 
between the two groups 

Multivariate 
Regression analysis

Compares those that received the programme 
to those that didn’t (or compares those that 
experienced diff erent degrees of it), taking into 
account other explanatory information e.g. 
race, gender, education etc. 

Taking into account this explanatory information helps with 
selection bias. However, there may be unobservable factors that 
we cannot take into account e.g. motivation, ability, family support 
etc. 

Other techniques can be used (e.g. diff erences in diff erences) but 
these also do not solve the problem fully.

Quasi-experimental evaluation

Exact matching or 
propensity score 
matching

Treatment individuals are matched to 
control individuals on selected observable 
characteristics e.g. gender, income etc. 

When this cannot be done exactly, they can 
be matched according to estimates of the 
probability of participating in the programme

Matching takes place on observable characteristics only, while they 
may be important unobservable characteristics that are not taken 
into account.

Programmes can be evaluated retrospectively; however these 
studies generally need to be very large and require experienced and 
technical expertise to implement eff ectively. 

Neither 
experimental nor 
non-experimental

These studies are variations of non-
experimental and experimental evaluations, 
and don’t quite fi t into any traditional 
approach.

Usually used as a compromise when attempting to create more 
rigorous evaluations but where the costs, practical constraints or 
technical knowledge does not exist.

Experimental evaluation

Randomised 
Evaluations

A random group is allocated to the treatment 
and another to the control. Their outcomes are 
compared after the programme is completed. 
A variation of this approach was identifi ed for 
FunDza

Due to the random allocation, if the groups are large enough, the 
only diff erence between them should be the programme. Selection 
bias is removed, but these studies can be costly to implement, need 
to be very big, and they require experienced and technical expertise.



Hands-on Learning Brief 41May 2013

EARLY CHILDHOOD 

DEVELOPMENT

EDUCATION TO 

READ AND WRITE

CONNECTION TO 

OPPORTUNITY

LEADERSHIP FOR A 

WINNING NATION

INCLUSION OF THOSE 

MOST LEFT OUT

The DG Murray Trust encourages its implementing partners to share their experiences 
and learning in the form of a Hands-on learning brief. Download guidelines on writing a 
Hands-on brief from http://www.dgmt.co.za/what-we-learned/.
For more information visit http://www.dgmt.co.za

Tel:  +27 21 709 0688

Web:  www.fundza.co.za

This learning brief tells of the 
hands-on experience of:

Physical address: 

89 Main Road
Muizenberg
Cape Town
7945
Western Cape
South Africa

behaviour) on a continuous basis may help FunDza 
to answer these monitoring questions and can 
track the progress of benefi ciaries. For example, 
if FunDza were to measure reading enjoyment 
amongst their participants, and this suddenly 
diminished unexpectedly, they may be able to 
attribute this to internal or external problems that 
aff ected the implementation of the programme. 

Concluding comments

The lessons from the literature review will assist 
FunDza in choosing their indicators and impact 
evaluation methodology; now with better 
knowledge of the outcomes they are measuring, 
why they are measuring them, and the benefi ts 
and limitations of how they evaluate the impact of 
their programmes. 

However, these lessons can be useful for 
organisations beyond FunDza. Organisations 
that target reading behaviour and reading for 
pleasure (such as PRAESA’s Nalibali national 
reading-for enjoyment campaign) can benefi t 
from knowledge of the vast array of potential 
indicators to choose from. More generally, any 
organisation could benefi t from understanding 

how to measure impact and the pros and cons of 
these methodologies. It can not only assist them in 
measuring their own impact, but can also provide 
a better understanding of the growing evidence 
on what works and what doesn’t with social 
programmes, that can be used to inform their own 
project implementation. 
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