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Abstract

Cultural Differences and Language Barriers When Conducting Indigenous Evaluations in the Third World Context

There are many added challenges to overcome when implementing evaluations in a Third World context, ranging from technological to cultural.  Cultural differences and language barriers are among the most prominent and challenging obstacles to providing a credible evaluation of any indigenous people.  This article provides insights from the evaluator’s experience of overcoming these obstacles during an evaluation conducted in Mozambique, Africa, with the Sena and Ndou indigenous groups. This paper addresses the issue of cultural competence and what that means for evaluators. 

Cultural Differences and Language Barriers 

When Conducting Indigenous Evaluations in the Third World Context

To maintain the credibility of an evaluation, the evaluator must be competent.  The American Evaluation Association Guiding Principles for Evaluators states that “the common ground is that evaluators aspire to construct and provide the best possible information that might bear on the value of whatever is being evaluated” (2004, p. 2). Providing the best information is often challenging since value depends in large part on the accuracy and depth of the communication between participants and evaluator.  Communication competence in turn is largely a product of the cultural context.  

Context varies from evaluation to evaluation, challenging the evaluator to make judgments regarding the merit or worth of the evaluand.  Context challenges become especially arduous when evaluators must reach across cultural boundaries in Third World settings, which are unfamiliar to many of them.  In such cases, language and culture can be great barriers, if not the greatest challenges, when doing an evaluation.  Communication challenges and cultural differences may exist to some degree in any evaluation, but in a Third World setting these differences can be pronounced. Overcoming cultural challenges is often crucial to the successful completion of the evaluation. 

This article, based on an evaluation conducted among the Sena and Ndou people of Mozambique, describes the evaluator’s experience of overcoming barriers of culture and language as she worked with the indigenous communities to evaluate efforts of a non-profit organization to work with these people.  This article focuses on achieving cultural competence to provide a credible evaluation.   

Background
Evaluator competence is crucial in evaluations.  The AEA’s Guiding Principles for Evaluators (2004) states that the evaluator should be competent and should decline an evaluation if such competence is not possible. Regarding cultural diversity, the Guiding Principles for Evaluators (2004) suggests that evaluators should be accurate and should demonstrate respect for diversity, ensuring that their team collectively demonstrates cultural competence.  

The principle states,

Cultural competence would be reflected in evaluators seeking awareness of their own culturally-based assumptions, their understanding of the worldviews of culturally-different participants and stakeholders in the evaluation, and the use of appropriate evaluation strategies and skills in working with culturally different groups.  Diversity may be in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, religion, socio-economics, or other factors pertinent to the evaluation context. (p. 2)
The question remains--What does competence really mean?  How much evaluator competence is enough? Does knowing the participant’s language automatically make one culturally competent?  Must an evaluator be an “insider”-- one with native cultural expertise or experience?  Must the evaluator be of the same race, gender, religion, and socioeconomic status in order to be deemed competent?

It is possible to become a competent evaluator by seeking awareness and understanding. Various cultures and races have different worldviews that require different evaluation strategies and skills.   Knowing the participant’s language or being of a certain race or culture can be an important aspect in achieving such competence, but it is not the only aspect.  Competence requires ability along with attitude or desire to truly understand.  This desire to learn and work collaboratively may be the key to understanding a culture and becoming a competent evaluator for individuals within that culture.  Kerr (2006) expresses the need for an evaluator to possess an attitude of understanding, especially when working with indigenous people.

It is this right attitude that we are looking for and trying to foster in the nonindigenous evaluators who work in our communities…. The attitude of nonindigenous evaluators is so important that it can make the difference between smooth or rough border crossings into indigenous communities, especially when uninvited.  It can determine whether an evaluation runs well for the evaluators, is beneficial or damaging to the communities, and leaves a positive or negative legacy for the practice and profession of evaluation for generations to come. (p. 367)

Lee (1999) suggests that people who have not undergone “otherness” or participated in a lived experience with those they wish to evaluate, though they don’t desire to discriminate, often fail to truly understand these people.  Lee continues by stating that the failure to understand their “otherness” can cause us to draw mistaken conclusions in our studies because we can relate only to our own individual culture and experience.  She states,

In fact, by not paying specific attention to the experience of [evaluation subjects], we may miss information that is crucial to assessing value; indeed, our best methods may actually bring misleading results, and will not guarantee a useful evaluation… we may fail to comprehend the information we gather, and may even distort meaning, because of biases we share with the majority culture, and because we do not even understand what it is we do not know. (p. 289)

As evaluators we must seek to understand the “otherness” of the people we serve.  It is this understanding and the lived experience that will qualify us as competent evaluators of cultures and ethnicities that are different from our own.  It is an attitude and a desire to truly understand that makes us culturally sensitive and, therefore, competent.
Family Preservation Program Evaluation
This article is based on an evaluation conducted for Care for Life, a non-profit organization in Mozambique, Africa.  The evaluation focused on the Family Preservation Program (FPP), which has the mission of strengthening families by fostering education, health and hygiene, income generation, food security and nutrition, sanitation, home improvement, and community participation.  The data for this evaluation were collected in Mozambique through interviews and observations conducted by the evaluator during the summer of 2008.  The FPP program has eight participating communities among the indigenous Ndou and Sena people.  Each community entered the program at a different time, and therefore each community is at a different phase of program completion. In order to evaluate the FPP program, the evaluator chose to work closely with the two villages that have participated the longest time in the program, Mbatwe and Mungassa.  

The FPP program sends field officials out to the indigenous communities to work with the Sena and Ndou people to improve their quality of life.  The field officials are Mozambican natives trained to work for Care for Life.  Field officials meet with each family, establish a trusting relationship, and work to set goals tailored to each family’s needs.  After a period of time, the village participates in a celebration in which each family receives a prize based on the degree to which they have completed their goals.  The FPP program is designed to foster self-reliance.

The goals set with each family depend on the family’s needs.  Some of the most common goals set are to drink treated water, to build a toilet, to wash hands, to clean living quarters, and to learn to solve family conflicts.  In addition to setting these goals, the FPP teaches the indigenous people how to teach themselves these principles.  Care for Life helps the people build machesas, which are hut-like places where instruction and village meetings take place.  The goal of Care for Life is to help people learn self-reliance principles and, subsequently, learn to teach others self-reliance.  The indigenous people teach the classes with the support and help of the Care for Life staff.

Three families from each of the two villages, Mbatwe and Mungassa, were randomly chosen to participate in a case study evaluation.  The focus of the evaluation was on answering questions related to program effectiveness, the prize system, participant skill retention, and program improvement in general.   This paper focuses on barriers of language and culture that were challenging during this evaluation. Some of the insights the evaluator gained while completing this work will be described. 
An Ego-logical Perspective of Evaluation in Context
In May 2008 I was asked to conduct the evaluation previously described in Mozambique, Africa.   Logically, I questioned my ability and competence for completing such an evaluation.  I had never been to Africa and was not familiar with the indigenous people who would be the main participants.  Still the evaluation proposal needed an evaluator.  Fully aware of my limitations and with some reluctance, I accepted the assignment and took the necessary steps to prepare for this evaluation.  
Preparation

I am a native Spanish speaker and speak fluent English; at the time I began this evaluation I had taken two Portuguese classes and could understand basic Portuguese.  I could speak this language conversationally but was not a native speaker. I had had experience with cultural diversity, as I had been born in the small indigenous town of Quetzaltenango, Guatemala, and had been exposed to various worldviews including the richness of the Mayan indigenous cultures prominent in Guatemala.  I understood Western values and perspectives that are not always shared by other cultures.  I also knew that compared to other competent evaluators at my university, despite my limitations, I was probably the person who was most culturally competent to conduct this evaluation.  The evaluation required a person with knowledge of teaching pedagogies, knowledge of indigenous cultures, and a proper attitude.  Although I didn’t feel completely prepared, I felt that I was competent enough to successfully complete the assignment and, above all, to make a difference. 

Language Challenge

The indigenous participants in this evaluation speak Sena and Ndou. Neither of these two dialects has any resemblance to Portuguese, and they are very different from each other.  In addition to having no resemblance to other languages, the dialects have no written form.  Most of the people of Mozambique grow up speaking their dialects but learn Portuguese, the country’s official language, when they go to school. Portuguese is not their native language, but a second language to their dialect.   Obviously, my language preparation was somewhat inadequate.  The indigenous people could understand my Portuguese, but I was quite limited in understanding their dialect.  In this respect, I required the Care for Life staff, some of whom were indigenous, to help in translating dialogue and conversations.

Language is important, but communication can still occur without proficient language.  In fact, my lack of competence and desire to learn the language ultimately became an advantage.  At first the people of the villages seemed to be afraid of me.  They called me muzungo  (white person) as I walked through the communities.  The fact that I am Hispanic, with dark skin and black hair, did not make much difference to them.  In their eyes, I was different and, in comparison, “white.”  When they got to know me and realized that I was trying to learn their language, they seemed to feel comfortable around me, which lowered the trust barrier.  There was something about my attitude of seeking to learn their language that opened their hearts to me and allowed me to cross the boundary of stranger to friend.  Language is a tool for communication, but there are other ways to gain understanding.  It may have been my lack of knowledge of their dialect that allowed me to learn.

Cultural Challenges

Culture and technology.  The cultural context in Mozambique influenced my use of technology for this evaluation. As a teacher of technology, I am fully aware of the affordances of technology.  I had come to Mozambique prepared to use audio recorders, computers, internet, video, ipod, and an assortment of low tech gadgets.  Ironically, my computer crashed the first week of the evaluation.  The constant power outages in the area and the unreliable wireless Internet made much of the technology less than useful. I learned that the best technology to use for this specific evaluation was paper and pencil.  I had taken many notes on my computer, and when my computer crashed I lost all of those notes.  That was a rather painful but valuable lesson to me.  Paper and pencil were portable, reliable and, most important in this context, familiar to the indigenous people who had had almost no exposure to technology and in some ways were suspicious of these unfamiliar tools.  My video camera was a source of much fear and amazement to many of the indigenous people who had never seen such a device before.  I learned that recording audio can be useful, but most times, especially when working with these indigenous communities, it was best to listen during the interview and make notes and conclusions about the topics afterward.  The video camera was very useful for making observations, but only when used at a distance.  It was useful to retain all of the videos for further analysis of the situation of each of the cases studied.  Technology was a supplement in studying the cases, but in many instances, especially during interviews, it was unnecessary.
Cultural perceptions, values, and beliefs.  One of the most difficult problems that became apparent during the evaluation was the indigenous people’s lack of self-esteem.  Many did not feel like they were good enough, and they acted sometimes ashamed or fearful. I found that one of the major problems that needed to be resolved in my evaluation effort was helping the natives develop self-esteem.  Ignorance, witchcraft, and cultural beliefs such as female and male roles also affected the way the people participated in the program.  In fact, one of the evaluation conclusions was that in order to help the stakeholders for this evaluation, self-esteem issues must be addressed, and measures must be taken to help overcome traditional stereotypes.  The cultural beliefs were not a barrier, but a sort of road map to help me understand where the people placed the greatest value.  The challenge I had was to avoid judging the values but to understand what the values were and why they were held by these people.

Gaining Cultural Competence
The most helpful tool I used during the evaluation was the desire to learn and to become immersed in the culture and the program.  It was this prolonged engagement that allowed me to experience the “otherness” of the culture--to understand the things I didn’t know I didn’t know.  Without this lived experience, no method, approach, technology or language skill could have helped me provide a credible evaluation.  It was the lived experience that educated me and increased my competence.  It was my willingness to learn and my desire to understand that made the difference.  This was accomplished by going to the villages along with the field officials and visiting individual families along with the staff.  I ate the food they ate, I slept at the Care for Life headquarters in their community.  I reached out to them, showing them that I was eager to learn their culture.  When a new word presented itself, I would jot it down in my field journal and try to remember it and use it in context later on.  When given the opportunity, I would greet the natives in their dialect.  They were so surprised by this act that many would laugh and smile.  At the village celebrations I danced with them and rejoiced at their accomplishments.  Little by little I feel I gained the trust of the Care for Life staff and of the evaluation participants.   I transitioned from being a stranger with limited competence to being a co-participant in the program.   The contextual barriers of language and culture were overcome by a positive attitude, including a desire to learn and be immersed in the “otherness” of the culture.  The culture of the people of Mozambique is beautiful.  Like many other indigenous cultures, theirs is a culture of humility, inclusiveness, and friendliness.  They are giving people who are willing to share.  My competence as an evaluator was directly related to my willingness to learn and desire to become immersed in the program and the participants’ culture.  

Conclusions
Context is a challenge for evaluators when attempting to conduct credible evaluations, but it should not stop evaluators from trying.  Competence is not something evaluators have, but is something they must develop each time they attempt to conduct an evaluation.  It is a variable that can be achieved when an evaluator has a desire to learn and seeks to understand other worldviews and cultures.  Evaluation is a field that is inclusive of all people and all cultures.  In this evaluation I learned that competence and ability are important, but these factors are partially achieved during the process of evaluating.  Supposedly competent evaluators may fail to produce credible evaluation results if they do not have a positive attitude toward understanding “otherness.”  An attitude of openness and willingness to understand can help an evaluator become more competent. 

I learned several lessons through this experience in Mozambique related to language, technology, cultural perceptions, values, and beliefs.  Every indigenous population is different and, therefore, presents different evaluation challenges.  The lessons learned in this evaluation are specific to the indigenous people of Mozambique but may also be useful for other indigenous populations.  It is possible that evaluators must regain, develop or establish, their culturally competence each time they begin an evaluation. The skills and abilities that allow them to do this might include humility, an acceptance that diversity exist in the world and within cultures, and possibly most important, a willingness and desire to truly understand others. 
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