ACE – A MOVE TO A MORE OUTCOMES FOCUSSED ENVIRONMENT

For some time now, Wairarapa REAP has been looking at the notion of Results Based Accountability (RBA). Mark Freidman has been talking about this for some time, and has much information about it freely available. 

This first came to our attention in late 2007 after a visit by Carl Pascoe to our Local Management Group of Strengthening Families.

We realised that most of our work was based on recording effort. We had assiduously been recording …

How much did we do? 

and 

How well do we do what we do?  
but we had not been recording 

Is anyone better off?
Results based accountability suggests a number of things. If the effort we are making (no matter how big that may be) is not improving the lives of people, then our effort has been misguided. Indeed, RBA suggests that to make a real difference, we need to address the causes and not just the symptoms. As an example, in social services, we have increased our spending enormously, but our behaviour indicators as a nation continue to show little improvement.

Often we place our effort into areas that will never show a significant change in behaviour.

A good example is Truancy Services. We have are spending increasing effort (money) and the truancy in schools continues to increase. Why? We have got better and better at catching students as the escape and hide. What are the causes of truancy? What research has been done to look at this? Some research does indicate that truancy is linked to a feeling of disconnection from school, yet most effort is not directed into this area. I know of one school that is putting their efforts into building inspirational teachers, trying to work on the causes rather than the effects.

So to Wairarapa REAP and REAP Aotearoa NZ.

After looking at a number of issues facing REAPs, including becoming much more future focussed, we decided to organise a 2 day conference where we had Carl Pascoe present to all the REAPs. The reaction was interesting. Many embraced the notion, but quite a few thought it was a really scary idea, and, having worked on it for almost 18 months, it is scary.

A prerequisite for this to work well is a confident organisation. You have to be prepared to examine why you exist, who you are working with, where should you redirect your resources to, what data are we collecting, does the board understand the work we do well enough, do the staff have the skills to move into new areas, are we lean and fit enough as an organisation. In short, we are examining our soul.

This is tough work.

What have we achieved so far at Wairarapa REAP? We now look at everything through a different lens. We constantly question why we are doing things and continue to ask the question “will anyone be better off”.

It has caused us to stop doing some things and to put our energy into other things. We always knew that how and why we did things was more important than what we did. RBA reinforces this. 

RBA requires us to know our people and “The Story Behind the Baseline”. That is, to understand the effect of things on the lives of our people and their families and to understand why things are as they are, you need to understand the real story that lies behind the indicators. REAPs are good at this.

The activities we are involved with, including the joint ventures are therefore tailored to suit the audiences.

We are now at the point where we are looking at what data we need to gather, how we gather it, how we store and analyse it. This leads us to the development of critical indicators.

Critical Factors

The journey and the process is critical to the use of a RBA framework.

Data and indicators came towards the end of the process, and not at the beginning.

PricewatehouseCoopers Outcomes Toolkit Work with ACE Aotearoa.

I think this work is very important. I was involved in their early study (2007/2008), and as a part of that, we noted that we needed to have a set of tools for us to use to assist in the development of our own measurement of success.  This has lead to the development of the ACE Aotearoa Outcomes Toolkit. 

ACE Sector Outcomes Framework and Templates

The ACE Sector Framework / Logic Model with its Outcomes and Potential Indicators for the Ace Sector are very helpful tools, as is the rest of this section. I describe it as the ‘missing link’ in Mark Freidman’s RBA work, which Carl Pascoe describes so well. I say this because having a set of indicators to use as examples is extremely helpful. These can be adapted and rethought.

You may note that RBA works well at many layers.

Primary Layer

This is the immediate results as seen from the course, activity or programme.

Secondary Layer

What are the effects on the life of the person who has completed the course, activity or programme after a period of time.

Tertiary Layer

What are the impacts on the life of this person, their family (extended) and the community in an ongoing way. If you have read the “Economic Evaluation of Adult and Community Education Outcomes”, you will know that the effects on a person are both mitigated and improved, depending on the indicator. eg, a person who can read is less likely to have children who need remedial reading support, is less likely to lead a life of crime, is less likely to have difficulty getting a job etc., and is more likely to have a better income, more likely to have children go on to higher education, more likely to have a higher income etc.

PWC Outcomes Framework Vs RBA 

To me the PWC work is a platform for understanding the effect of what we are doing. RBA provides a framework to challenge and change the work we are doing so we can be more effective.

I feel that both are important, and we should seek was to intertwine these in an easily understood and easy to implement manner.

If the notion is to be accepted by the ACE Sector, they must quickly see the value to their learners and the communities they work with, and TEC must be patient as we work together on this.
Conclusion

Looking at outcomes for ACE is critical, both for government (TEC) as the funder, for organisations as deliverers who want to know that they are really making a difference and particularly for the learners who want to have a better quality of life.

It is also politically important for the sector to be seen as contributing successfully to the lives of families. Suzanne Snively is on record as saying that she believes that the ACE sector is critically important to the productivity of New Zealand. As an avenue for second chance learners this is especially important. If we remember that our education system was designed for only half the population to pass (School Certificate), a great many individuals have experience academic failure with a inherent distrust of the education system. ACE is a pathway back, building confidence and building on success, often in a small way initially.

The ACE Outcomes toolkit needs to be read and understood in the light of a RBA process, and not on its own. This whole notion is about a journey.

The temptation for TEC to adopt a simple process that all can follow with prescribed indicators and outcomes must be resisted. Yes, I do believe that we can simplify the process that Wairarapa REAP has been down but we do need to be careful not to have process that misses out the “Story behind the baselines”.

Recommendation
I believe that if TEC, ACE Aotearoa, REAP, PricewaterhouseCoopers and Carl Pascoe can get together for workshop to develop a model which was then tested with members of the ACE Sector Strategic Alliance, this would provide a constructive way forward.
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