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Abstract

In today's rapidly evolving educational landscape, the importance of sustaining communities of practice is pivotal in
driving social change through continuous acquisition and application of knowledge. As development interventions
increasingly aim at fostering behavioral changes, the role of innovative open education becomes crucial. Monitoring
of these changes helps in sustaining learning and practice to make significant improvements in people’s lives. This
paper is based on the Commonwealth of Learning’s Empowering Women and Girls project, implemented in five
countries and involving diverse communities. The paper will explore how monitoring of changes strengthens the
communities with a shared interest of working on similar issues, building relationships that enable them to learn from
each other and developing a shared practice in addressing those problems. It further shows how the community report
card, as a grass-root accountability tool, monitors the progress in application of learning into practice. Using the
data from outcome monitoring study, the paper argues for institutionalising the monitoring of these gender-focused
communities of practice in sustaining learning and practice to advance gender equality. Its sustainability and
scalability demand recognition of community resilience and embracing collaborative learning and addressing the
gender gap and digital divide to accessing open and distance learning.

Key words: Behavioural changes, Communities of Practice, Community Report Card, social accountability,
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Need

Most development interventions target behavioral changes through the acquisition and application of knowledge and
evolve communities of practice in driving such social change. The Empowering Women and Girls (EWG), one of the
Commonwealth of Learning’s (COL’s) flagship projects funded by Global Affairs Canada (GAC) is located within
this context. It aimed at empowering women, girls, and communities to address gender discrimination in 24 districts
across five countries - Bangladesh, Malawi, Mozambique, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. Given the centrality of knowledge
and practice in its outcomes, COL’s project monitoring and evaluation (M&E) tracks learning and its application in
acting on gender discrimination on an ongoing basis as well as conducts periodic formative assessments. The
communities of practice in monitoring these outcomes help in creating a repertoire of open education resources that
need to be sustained and shared for wider audience to learn and practice in strengthening strategies.

Literature Review

A review of existing models of professional learning communities and communities of practice within the educational
system serves to understand the similarities and differences between these concepts to build capacity for and sustain
change. In the case of professional learning communities (PLC), the Dufour and Eaker (1998) model offers a
framework for “creating an environment that fosters cooperation, emotional support, and personal growth as they
work together to achieve change”. This aims at a shift in the culture of education for sustaining change with its
characteristics of collective inquiry, action orientation, continuous improvement and results orientation. The Murphy
& Lick (2004) model is based on the principles of collaborative learning and emphasizes participation and equal
responsibility. Shirley Hord (2004) model gave rise to collective learning through application of learning and shared
practice to gain continuous improvement for learning and change’ (Blankenship & Ruona, 2007).

Wenger, McDermott & Snyder (2002) define communities of practice (CoP) as ‘groups of people who share a set of
problems (domain), and who deepen their knowledge by interacting on an ongoing basis (community), and practice
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(share repertoire of knowledge and resources) — highlighting the foundational roles of co-creation and accessibility of
knowledge amongst all members. Saint-Onge & Wallace (2003) approach CoP as vehicles with strategic purpose for
improving individual practice and organisational performance to create an organisation’s competitive advantage. CoP
focus on people and on the social structure that enable them to learn with and from each other. This engages a group
of communities working on similar problems in collective learning of human endeavour to develop a strategic voice.

It is evident from literature that these two concepts are distinctly different. While PLC models draw from learning
organisation theory, the CoP models draw from cognition, social learning or knowledge management theory. In PLC,
the community refers to the entire organisation, which requires external leadership for growth and maturity. Within a
CoP the community refers to a collection of individuals working together for a common purpose within the
organisation. They downplay external roles and are in favour of a more ‘grassroots’ leadership from within the
community. Moreover, PLC places more emphasis on the culture of collaboration while CoP emphasises the
importance of the social aspect of learning and focus on improvement of practice in the formation of new knowledge.

All models include foci of learning, action and shared practice. Knowledge sharing consists of four phases: knowledge
creation, knowledge adoption, knowledge distribution, and knowledge review and revision. Bhatt (2000) states that
while the first two may be sufficient for a knowledge development in an individual, the last two are critical for
organisational knowledge development. However, knowledge sharing in all models seems to occur at the individual
and the group level, but unclear whether it extends to the organisational level. It is important to recognise the value
that each perspective offers and integrate them to facilitate the learning and improvement to address achievement of
outcomes. There is a need to construct a complete framework that supports both formal and informal learning that
takes place at individual, group and organisation levels. It is critical to explore ways to build capacity in the
communities for change and to sustain their improvement efforts.

Monitoring plays a critical role in enhancing learning outcomes by providing information on adapting application,
assessing overall educational progress and guiding improvement. It uses systematic collection of data on specified
indicators of an ongoing development intervention to reveal the extent of progress and the achievement of objectives.
Evaluation is a systematic and objective assessment of results — their relevance, efficiency, effectiveness, impact and
sustainability. Both monitoring and evaluation are distinct but are complementary with the former being descriptive
in intent and the latter seeks to address causality (Bamberger & Sartorius, 2004).

Kirkpatrick’s (2006) four-level training evaluation model is one of the proven models for measuring training
effectiveness and offers a systematic way to assess the impact in terms of learning and its application. The four levels
are reaction (participants satisfaction with the training), learning (knowledge and skills acquired during the training),
behaviour (changes due to knowledge transfer back on the job) and impact (difference made in the performance or the
results driven in the work). These levels are relevant in all learning interventions.

Community-based monitoring (CBM) is a mechanism that involves members of a community to gather, analyse, and
use information — quantitative and qualitative — on an ongoing basis to track the changes and then act on them to
improve access, quality, and the impact of services and to hold service providers to account. It facilitates more
inclusive decision making on issues that are important to members of a community affected by poverty and inequality.
CBM becomes a direct instrument for their empowerment and enables local communities to assert their rights and
provide constructive feedback (Reyes & Due, 2009; The Global Fund, 2020).

The Community Report Card is one form of CBM and serves as people driven social accountability measure. Its
processes empower the community and build their ownership to project’s implementation and performance. This relies
on grass-root mobilisation and aims for maximum participation of local community. It facilitates the tracking of inputs,
service and product quality in projects and government initiatives and serves as a direct feedback mechanism between
service providers and users. Additionally, community report card amplifies citizen voices. It can be an effective tool
for both taking stock and prompting action on goals that communities agree are important (Pekkonen, A).



Methodology

Role of monitoring in sustaining communities of practice was analysed from the data collected for EWG outcome
monitoring study that measured behavioural changes among women, girls, men and boys of project communities due
to acquisition and application of new knowledge. This monitoring study used four methods to measure these changes:

Self-reflection in project team was chosen as a compelling body of organisational scholarship highlights its positive
value in organisational processes. Ability to turn attention inward or team reflexivity can be transformational in
enhancing performance by drawing lessons from experience and generating new perspectives (Kross, Ong, Ayduk
2023). This included reflection of partner organisations on effectiveness of community report card in sustaining
learning and practice among the project communities.

Case Study was employed as it presents holistic account of a change within a context and offers a more complete
picture of what happened in the programme, why and how. A total of 45 case studies were collected from five project
countries and each of them aimed to measure a specific outcome of EWG project. The primary inquiries pertained to
key learnings, their application, and obstacles in translating knowledge into practice. This inquiry included human
rights, gender equality legislations, accessing services of legal institutions, altering gender roles and norms, sustainable
farming, mitigation, adaptation, and harm reduction of climate change.

Social Mapping was adopted to collect data on the immediate, basic changes among children and women in the
community that lead to longer, more transformative changes influenced by programme interventions. Social mapping
in 35 habitations was followed by focused discussion on the issues, challenges, and potentials of changes observed.
In the process, the progress of improved awareness and its application among the communities about girls’ education
and preventing/responding to gender-based violence in promoting girls’ education was also collected.

Most Significant Change (MSC) method was chosen as it is participatory and measures changes in outcomes as
experienced by target populations either as individuals or groups. Also, by collecting, choosing, and reviewing
significant change stories, staff and communities gain greater awareness about the processes in achievement of the
outcomes and the changes realised in people’s lives (Bamberger M, Rao V, and Woolcock M 2010). Its primary
inquiries pertained to learning and practice and the reference was to application of knowledge specified in case studies.
A total of 140 most significant changes from women (70) and men (70) were collected and analysed for this purpose.

Findings and Discussion

Findings on the role of monitoring in sustaining communities of practice are gleaned through specific EWG project
and are discussed in four sections:

e  Assessing progress of learning and practice from adapting application.

e  Establishing communities of practice (CoP) driven by community resilience.

o  Community-based monitoring of development interventions fostering grass-root accountability.
o Facilitating shared knowledge for improving outcomes on gender equality.

Assessing progress of learning and practice from adapting application

Learning was monitored from recap of key learning while practice from application of that learning.

Collecting and analysing learning and practice

Analysis of collected data provided empirical evidence about the application of learning in real life situations. Its
results were noticed in women gaining control over decision making and addressing gender discrimination to secure
equality of their rights. Skills learned from communication training enabled them in holding dialogue, building
consensus, and addressing gender inequality. This captured the reflection that men had on their past acts of violence
triggered by learning on gender discrimination and their response to challenges in adopting gender equal norms. Also,



application of learning was in adoption of sustainable farming; women engaged in skills learned; women gaining
access and control over land; and responsive actions by communities to human activities that damage eco-system.

Capturing quantitative and qualitative results

Analysis provided a comprehensive view of learning and practice with a blend of quantitative and qualitative data.
Qualitative Information centred around the shifts in attitude and practice that included among women confidence in
decision making, independent management of economic activities, mobility from unemployment to self-employment;
breaking gender stereotypes that restrain their participation and gaining economic independence, their recognition as
contributors to household income; negotiating with markets and staying updated with designs. Among men it related
to sharing domestic chores and involving their spouses in decision making, and community’s collective approach to
mitigation, adaptation, and impact reduction of climate change.

Recognising organic intellectuals in the community as change agents

Collecting case studies and significant stories of transformation from being silent to confronting violence and seeking
legal protection acted as source of inspiration. This information acknowledged the confidence gained with learning
about women’s rights and legal protections available for women against gender-based violence and discrimination.
Such actions amplified the message in the community and neighbourhood that violence against women is a violation
of rights and inspired some more women in the community to assert their rights.

This monitoring information served multiple purposes: register the role of ODL that allowed women to connect with
digital platforms, APTUS, community radio, and WhatsApp to promote gender equality, empower and address issues
relevant to their lives; indicate the differential levels of achievements in learning and practice across geographical
areas, identify gaps, and to assess the scope of sustainability of the achieved outcomes that would in turn facilitate
required follow up actions for continuous improvement and growth.

Establishing Communities of Practice (CoP) driven by community resilience

In the process of tracking the outcomes, the monitoring identified the CoP that were cultivated organically in
implementing the EWG project. These CoP present characteristics of shared domain in working on gender-based
discrimination and violence; interacting with each other on a regular basis; and evolving ways of addressing persistent
gender inequalities in the household and at community. They revealed a process of social learning that realigned the
competence gained from awareness with meaning of experiences from application.

Creating safe spaces in the community for women's praxis

Some committed women offered their centres of self-employment activity as a safe place for other women in their
community to share experiences of gender discrimination and support each other in applying their learning on human
rights in a practical way to address violations. A WhatsApp group created for them supplemented its processes and
included a local legal advisor to guide on their legal rights. These initiatives created conditions for deep and
meaningful learning and engaged many women in strategic conversations to gain autonomy by challenging gender
discrimination and exercising their equality of rights thereby served as a source of evidence-based grass-root activism.

Community Role Models

These were early adopters, who demonstrated changes in their behaviour and acted as role models to influence those
changes within their communities. This included women, who successfully acted on gender-based discrimination and
violence, spread awareness on those issues through one-to-one dialogue and actively promoted challenging
discriminatory gender norms. Some female entrepreneurs became role models and inspired other women to enroll into
TVET training and gain economic independence. Men with such gender equal practices as promoting education of
girls in their families, sharing household chores, inclusion of spouse in decision making, and encouraging spouse to
independent economic activity served as instruments of change to encourage other men to practice positive masculinity
and challenge deep-rooted cultural orientation. All of them served as powerful instruments of learning and practice.



Health decision making
Establishing emergency health fund (US$2.85) and adopting preventive healthcare measures - reserve 5 kilograms of
soya for use during the lean season and regular use of mosquito net was a local choice of mitigation.

Community involvement in promoting girls’ education.

Positive attitude among parents and community leaders towards girls' education and increased acceptance of secondary
level education for them was reflected in their actions: (a) encouraging enrolment of eligible age girls into secondary
school, (b) reintegrating school dropout girls into formal schooling, (c) preventing and addressing violence against
girls in school and communities, and (d) introducing community byelaw against a harmful cultural practice of initiation
ceremony. There were local measures to prevent girls from dropping out of school by addressing barriers that limited
their participation through — parents’ allocating some amount from their earnings to meet school fee or transportation
cost; redistribution of household chores for enabling girls to participate full time in school; and traditional chiefs
spreading awareness on harmful practice of early/child marriage and urging parents against such practice.

Learning and Practice in revitalising school mechanism to deal with gender-based violence.

School committees acknowledged that learning from training deepened their collective responsibility to effectively
address sexual violence against girls and upgraded their skills in identifying signs of GBV and preventing as well as
addressing such cases. This led to innovative measures to revitalize the processes - creating a safe place for reporting
without fear of retaliation from perpetrators; anonymous essay writing on violence; student’s monitor assigned with
responsibility to observe and report cases of violence. Further, the creation of WhatsApp group of parents enabled
sending regular messages on forms of violence, educating boys to respect boundaries and girls to say no to
inappropriate behaviour of boys, warning signs of abuse and reporting such acts to school committee. Moreover, the
inclusion of traditional chiefs in the committee was impactful in sending strong message against violence.

The monitoring further examined the progress of these CoP in sustaining the outcomes of learning and practices.
Analysis of responses to question on ‘what the action and its resultant change meant’ corroborated with the perspective
in literature that portrayed learning in CoP as a social formation of a person rather than as only the acquisition of
knowledge and entail the (re-)negotiation of meaning of experience. It registered diverse levels due to varying capacity
of these communities. This trend resonates with the perspective on community resilience that is strongly related to the
capacity and underpinned by power, responsibility, social capital, self-determination, adaptation, and transformation.
These insights led the monitoring to recognise inclusion of the variability of capacity in assessing the community
resilience and its engagement with the long-term development and responding to future transformations (Glass, J et
al., 2022; Brogden, L et al., 2022).

Community-based monitoring of development interventions fostering grass-root accountability.

Community Report Card (CRC) as a form of community-based monitoring involved mobilising community,
visualising context-specific performance indicators and measurement, establishing reliability and validity of data on
learning and practice, and using of data to call for relevant actions. In the case of EWG project, it maintained the
participation in awareness and kind of activities they engaged in post-awareness.

Learning from awareness Practice by application

Importance of girls’ education Enrollment of eligible girls into secondary education.

Available back to school services. Reintegration of school dropout girls into formal or open schooling
Importance of girls’ vocational training. Enrollment of eligible girls out of school into technical courses.
Available institutional finance services. Accessing microloans by women and girls.

Climate change and human activities that | Environmental drives by community (tree plantation, waste
damage ecosystem. management).




This monitoring information facilitated a reflection on gaps between learning and practice on a regular basis thereby
communities and the project undertook prompt follow up measures. The reflection could identify issues of access to
TVET institutions, diversity of their courses, and gender non stereotypes in the offered courses. Moreover, schools
often lacked resources for monitoring retention. CRC addressed this gap by tracking girls’ attendance that enabled
early identification of potential cases, understanding the barriers, and preventing their dropout from school as a useful
collaboration. The progress registers improved community understanding of rights, entitlements, and responsibilities.

These results echo with the success stories of community score card in Ethiopia and Malawi. Ethiopia registered an
increase in health seeking behaviour because of improvements made to health infrastructure due to community
feedback, and innovative local solutions to drug stockout challenges. Malawi registered greater improvement in the
proportion of women receiving a home visit during pregnancy and post-natal care (Ali & Tolera, 2024). However, the
process and functioning of CRC in the EWG project is still evolving.

Facilitating shared knowledge for improving outcomes on gender equality

Outcome monitoring tracked the knowledge and practices gained through awareness and its effect on women and men
in causing positive shifts in their mindset to break traditional gender roles and norms. These changes are difficult to
reverse as they get integrated into their daily lives. However, facilitating a meaningful sharing of those experiences
will strengthen them as CoP. There is enough evidence of increasing use of CoP to promote such a knowledge sharing
(Pyrko, I., Dorfler, V., & Eden, C. 2017). In the EWG project, this facilitates a process of collaborative learning among
a group of communities across boundaries working on similar gender issues with evidence of specific changes, kind
of shifts in practice, and potential impact through CoP.

In such a space, the communities could openly share their unique success stories, any challenges they are facing and
receive support in resolving them and assist each other with strategies aligned to their common interest. This can form
a resource for lifelong learning. It encourages each participating community to reflect more deeply on their own
learning, identify what worked and what did not that could in turn facilitate focused actions for sustainable
development. Currently, individual women started sharing their knowledge and experiences of rights assertion to
encourage other women to act against violation and giving them follow up support, if required. But this is limited
within their group. However, sharing their newfound confidence gained from successful social actions has potential
to deepen their resilience to resolve future challenges in actions against gender discrimination.

Implications and Recommendations

Existing research evidence suggests that CoP can effectively facilitate transfer of knowledge into practice and making
learning an iterative process of social interactions rather than a simple linear transfer of information. This experiential
learning lends coherence and resilience for ‘thinking together’ about relevant problems and concrete actions to bring
about positive changes. Social change in a complex system often requires the creation of a social context and CoP
provides such a context to search for solutions to difficult problems. It could promote continuous learning, innovation,
and experimentation to overcome social barriers. This potential of CoP requires exploration (Conklin, J et al., 2024).

Social accountability relies on civic engagement and transparent governance. However, both culture and governance
are intrinsically hegemonic while social accountability is guided by community resilience and primacy of grass-root
agency. Community report card has made a positive start with monitoring of project related products and some of
them linked to public services. Its information currently serves to hold the project accountable and will need to extend
to government institutions. Sustainability of CRC is, therefore, contingent with institutional commitment that
recognises its purpose not only for scoring the performance, but building dialogue, fostering relationships, aligning
with formal accountability tools, and gaining solidarity for positive cooperation (Meikle, A 2010).
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As the global landscape evolves, the M&E framework too adopts innovative approach, new methodologies and
redefining its processes for ensuring relevance to measure complex development interventions. This recognises the
importance of community engagement to leverage local knowledge for sustainable outcomes and allow iterative
processes that allow for real-time adjustments. It demands adaptive project management to measure behavioural
changes and transformation in a holistic way and tailor it to local context given the challenges from varying capacity
influenced by dynamic environment (EvalCommunity). Further, the sustainability and scalability of monitoring such
gender-focused CoP call for recognition of community resilience and embracing collaborative learning.

Accessing of distance learning showed the transfer of knowledge into practice among the marginalised women. They
could reconstruct the available information in ways that empower them to transform their real-life-situations with
intrinsic motivation for increased self-esteem and quality of life. However, pervasive gender norms coexist that restrict
women’s and girl’s access to technologies and prevent them from building social capital for claiming their human
rights. This situation poses the need to address the issues pertinent to gender gap and digital divide in developing and
implementing equitable ODL policies and practices that contribute to their lifelong learning, empowerment, and gain
voice in their households and communities (Insung, 2005; Onwe, O J, 2013; UNESCO, 2021).

Conclusions

In a global network, monitoring of learning and practice can promote key understandings across areas of work and
useful for scaling lessons learned. As more organizations commit to centring learning in their work, it is important to
share experiences to strengthen the monitoring in a collaborative way (Akinfaderin, F et al., 2024). Built on solid
research and sound adult education pedagogy, CoP offer powerful strategy to learn and address gaps in programme
effectiveness by amplifying the information and resources within and across a network through a variety of modalities
(ARPDC, 2016). While community-based monitoring provides base for such resources, periodic processes of
monitoring using a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods provide useful analysis of learning and its application.
A systematic approach embracing these processes expand, multiply, and sustain CoP for driving social change.
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