When we say evaluation, it isn’t the same thing

Gladys Rowe (Muskego Ininew)

The ways that we come into the work of evaluation, as Indigenous evaluators, are
often rooted in an unlearning of Eurowestern methodologies held central in post-
secondary institutions and training programs that support new evaluation practi-
tioners. For many Indigenous evaluators, including myself, this has meant picking
up knowledge and practice bundles that are rooted in our own ways of knowing,
being, and doing. Along this journey it becomes starkly apparent (if it wasn’t from
the outset) that evaluation means something different to me and to many others who
have been doing this work for much longer. This poem offers insight into these con-
trasts, making visible the importance of the stories that we tell as evaluators.

Tobacco scatters across the water
glistening blues that ricochet sun beams
and dances with the Mayflies
flitting and zipping across the skin of the surface
feet levitating
wings pulsating

Flags flapping in the whispers of the breeze
standing tall outside the lodge doors
sliding open to welcome

Hope, hanging by the threads of cloth
offerings from future ancestors
dug up and drawn forward
to know that there will be something, someone, somewhere to keep praying for

The crackling of the sacred fire
A familiar accent that greets me
resonates within/beyond my dreams

Who am I to dare imagine, to demand that the stories that we tell, matter
... that resurgence is not only necessary, but possible?

When we say evaluation, we don’t feel the same thing.

Who am I to stand tall with the aunties whose laughter echoes down hallways
to deeply inhale air sweet with lingering smudge
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tables spread with buffalo hides and cards against humanity
kept humble with steeping pots of medicine.

When we say evaluation, we aren’t accountable to the same thing.

There are relations much deeper and more expansive

ones that connect the interwoven roots of the forests

the responsibility to the four legged, the winged, the plant medicines, the water,
the trees.

Where in your system theories is the land?
cement structures
filled with people
who’ve forgotten the journey
from their minds to their hearts.

Accountability beyond reports piling up on pages in a back room
on the hard drives erased into oblivion with a click

there are trails, and threads, and visions woven in the sentences
anguish and heart and resurgence and resistance

these stories—our stories—hold spirit, are spirit, carry spirit.

When we say evaluation, we don’t mean the same thing.

Who am I to speak louder than everyone in the room
when the audible sighs

lead to arm crossing

lead to inpatient shuffles

and turning to computers?

Our systems echo a song into canyons
resounding vibrations of the drum and rattles
that bore witness to the letting go.

Mythologies of linear progress
success metrics viewed through fun house mirrors
bending and distorting actual stories and practices and purposes and . . .-

I raise you the logic model and go all in on the theory of change
Whose theories?
What change?
Where are our stories?

When we say evaluation, we don’t do the same thing.

Who am I to expect that the stories that are gathered actually create change
...-are actually read by more than three people
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Who am I to call forward my gifts of inquiry and observations
to make visible the interconnected threads that will topple those damn systems
to imagine that we could be accountable to Indigenous sovereignty.

What else is possible in between the collective breath that speaks hope into
existence?
You say evaluation? We say burn it all down.

I stand tall, arms linked with the aunties
a forcefield of love, of joy, of resurgence
beating .. .-
beating . . .-
beating . . .-

We will be over here

building structures

and processes

and relationships

demanded through our dreams, our knowledge carriers
and our unfaltering tether to the sacred fire.

And so we gather up pages and hard drives, overflowing in our arms
to hold safe
to be accountable to the relations
to take care of the spirit of the work.

When we say evaluation, it isn’t the same thing.

But it should be.
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Gladys Rowe is a Muskego Inniniw (Swampy Cree) person who also holds relations with
ancestors from Ireland, England, Norway, and Ukraine. She is a member of Fox Lake
Cree Nation in Northern Manitoba. She currently resides on the occupied lands of the
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approach to her work and loves to think inside the circle when it comes to transforming
the futures we are living into.
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