Lecture One: An Overview of  Program Evaluation

Reading RLF, Chapter 1.

In Chapter 1, RLF (i.e., Rossi, Lipsey, and Freeman) provide an introduction to the field of program evaluation. 

The major sections or topics are 

· What is Program Evaluation?

· A Brief History of Evaluation.

· The Defining Characteristics of Program Evaluation.

· Evaluation Research in Practice.

· Who Can Do Evaluations?

Because you can obviously read the textbook, I will only make a few comments about each of the sections in this chapter without repeating everything that they say. Note, by the way, that I have high regard for Peter Rossi, the late Howard Freeman, and Mark Lipsey. 

What is Program Evaluation?

Here is basically there first take at defining program evaluation...

Program evaluation is the use of social research procedures to systematically investigate the effectiveness of social intervention programs. 

According to RLF, evaluation researchers (i.e., evaluators) use social research methods to study, appraise, and help improve social programs in all their important aspects, including the diagnosis of the social problems they address, their conceptualization and design, their implementation and administration, their outcomes, and their efficiency. 

I have a couple of comments about RLF’s definition and way of thinking. First, RLF use the following terms interchangeably (i.e., they are synonyms): evaluation research, program evaluation, and, most simply, evaluation. Some people (and subgroups) in evaluation dislike the term “evaluation research” (in particular, they dislike including the word research) because they want to emphasize that evaluation is about valuing, that valuing is done on specific programs, and that the primary emphasis of evaluator is not on conducting “scientific research” (i.e., the generating generalizable knowledge). The primary emphasis of an evaluator is typically to provide information that can be used in making decisions about a particular program. By the way, I (Burke Johnson) do not have any problem with the term “evaluation research.” That is, I have no problem with viewing evaluation as a special kind of applied research. Keep in mind, however, that some other faculty members may want to make a distinction between evaluation and research.  

Second, the focus of RLF is on social intervention programs, but the concepts and ideas apply other forms of evaluation as well. Most of the examples used in this book will be local, state, or federal programs (including many educational programs). They will place little emphasis on evaluating consumer products or personnel.

Before moving on, I am including one more definition of program evaluation from a good book on evaluation that you may want to read sometime (from Evaluation by Mark, Henry, & Julnes, 2000, Jossey-Bass). Here it is: Evaluation assists sensemaking about policies and programs through the conduct of systematic inquiry that describes and explains the policies’ and programs’ operations, effects, justifications, and social implications. The ultimate goal of evaluation is social betterment, to which evaluation can contribute by assisting democratic institutions to better select, oversee, improve, and make sense of social programs and policies.  

RLF provide a second definition of program evaluation in a later section of this chapter. Therefore, I will have more to say about defining evaluation at that time. One thing that I will be pointing out is that when you define evaluation, many faculty in education will prefer a slightly different definition (i.e., a definition that includes the concept of valuing). I’ll tell you more about this issue later.

A Brief History of Evaluation.

The history of evaluation varies, based on who is writing the history. In particular, authors from different disciplines tend to credit slightly different people and events as leading to modern evaluation. For example, Ralph Tyler, who began his writing in the late 1930s, is sometimes credited with being a founding father of evaluation in the field of education. Tyler used an objectives-oriented approach: state behavioral objectives, measure, and then determine whether the objectives are attained.

I like to trace the “modern phase” of program evaluation as beginning in the 1960s. This was the time of Johnson’s war on poverty (“Great Society”) and a corresponding increase in social programs to help ameliorate a host of social problems.  The first book on evaluation during this period was published in 1967 by Suchman (titled Evaluation Research). Even more important than Suchman’s book was Campbell and Stanley’s 1963 groundbreaking book titled Experimental and Quasi-Experimental Designs for Research, which focused on conducting scientific research outside of the laboratory to determine which programs worked and which did not work. The late Donald Campbell (one of the giants in research methodology), in many ways, considered himself to be an evaluation methodologist and he actively wrote in the area of program evaluation. By the way, one of the things that we all learned during the 1960s and 1970s was that social problems are quite difficult to improve and that it is naïve to expect that any single program will have a large impact (large effect size) because there are so many other factors operating in people’s lives as well as because of larger structural factors (e.g., social stratification, economic cycles, culture, education, etc.). If we find programs that help (relative to other programs and approaches), we are usually happy today with that program.

 During the 1970s a host of evaluation books were written (the first edition of the book you are using this semester was written by Rossi and Freeman in 1979), evaluation journals were started (e.g., Evaluation Review was started in 1976), and evaluation associations were formed. Evaluation was here to stay, and there were hundreds of professionals who now called themselves “evaluators.”  

Today, evaluation is a relatively thriving profession composed of professional and scholars from multiple disciplines (see Exhibit 1-J on page 28 for a demographic breakdown) and working in a variety of international, national, state, and local settings. The national association of evaluators (kind of like the AERA in education) is known as the American Evaluation Association (check out their website at www.eval.org). I recommend that all of you in this evaluation class (IDE 660) join the AEA right away (the student rates are great), and start learning more about this organization. They also have great conferences each November, which you may be able to submit your evaluation paper to for presentation.

The Defining Characteristics of Program Evaluation.

In this section, RLF provide their second definition of evaluation: Program evaluation is the use of social research methods to systematically investigate the effectiveness of social intervention programs in ways that are adapted to their political and organizational environments and designed to inform social action in ways to improve social conditions.

They go on to explain the pieces of their definition (e.g., systematic investigation, social research, politics, etc.).  For example, they have a section discussing the importance of using social research procedures (e.g., data collection methods such as observation, interviewing, focus groups, tests, questionnaires, secondary data; sampling techniques such as random and non-random sampling; and research methods such as experimental and quasi-experimental research and qualitative research). They have a section on evaluating the effectiveness of social programs (e.g., pointing out the importance of comparing results to standards). They have a section on adapting evaluation to the political and organizational context of the program (e.g., scientific tradeoffs often have to be made, you must think about who is going to use the evaluation, you must be practical in your evaluation design, etc.). Finally, they have a section on informing social action to improve social conditions (ultimately, the purpose of evaluation is to improve social conditions).  

RLF view program evaluation as generally making assessments in one or more of five different domains: (a) needs; (b) program conceptualization and design; (c) program implementation; (d) program impact; (e) and program efficiency (e.g., benefit-cost assessment, cost effectiveness assessment, ROI, etc.). As you will learn in later chapters, these five domains make up a big part of the RLF approach to program evaluation.  

RLF also point out that they generally agree with Scriven’s definition of evaluation (see Exhibit 1-E) as the process of determining the merit, worth, and value of things. Make sure you note the two “arms” of evaluation discussed on page 17. Also note that Michael Scriven is one of the “giants” in the field of program evaluation.

Scriven’s definition is probably the most popular and “politically correct” definition because many claim that you are not doing evaluation unless you make judgments about merit, worth, and value of things (i.e., making judgments about evaluands such as programs, products, etc.). (Note: an evaluand is simply the thing that your are evaluating.)

I want to spend a little more time now discussing a couple of Michael Scriven’s views on evaluation because of his importance in the history of modern evaluation. First, note that Scriven has been on a mission for many years now (he started back in the 1960s) to get evaluators to accept his definition as THE definition of evaluation. What do you think? What do you think RLF think about his definition?

 By the way, Michael Scriven is the person who coined the terms formative evaluation and summative evaluation, which you may be familiar with.

Here is a longer version of Scriven’s definition of evaluation (taken from his Evaluation Thesaurus): Evaluation is the process of determining the merit, worth, or value of something, or the product of that process….The evaluation process normally involves some identification of relevant standards of merit, worth, or value; some investigation of the performance of evaluands (i.e., whatever is being evaluated) on these standards; and some integration or synthesis of the results to achieve an overall evaluation or a set of associated evaluations….The integration process is sometimes judgmental, sometimes the result of complex calculation, and very commonly a hybrid of the two.  

The key words in Scriven’s definition are merit, worth, and value. If you look up the word evaluation in a regular dictionary, you will see that Scriven’s definition closely follows the “dictionary definition.”  Scriven further defines the following words: Merit refers to the intrinsic value of evaluands, as opposed to extrinsic or system-related value/worth. For example, the merit of researchers lies in their skill and originality, whereas their worth (to the institution that employs them) might include the income they generate through grants, fame, etc. Worth refers to the value to an institution or collective, by contrast with intrinsic value, value by professional standards, or value to an individual consumer. For example, when people ask “what something is worth,” they are usually referring to market value, and market value is a function of the market’s (hypothesized) behavior toward it, not of the thing’s intrinsic virtues or its virtues for an identifiable individual…Value judgment originally, refers to a judgment as to the merit, worth, or value of something; extended to cover all claims about value (some of which are matters of calculation or observation). 

It is very important to remember Scriven’s four steps in the logic of evaluation: 

(1) Select the criteria of merit (i.e., those things that the evaluand most do to be judged good).

(2) Set standards of performance on those criteria (i.e., comparative or absolute levels that must be exceeded to warrant the application of the word “good”). 

(3) Gather data pertaining to the evaluand’s performance on the criteria relative to the standards.

(4) Integrate the results into a final value judgment. 

By the way, remember our earlier discussion about the distinction between evaluation and research? Well, here is Scriven’s take on this issue in his words (from his Evaluation Thesaurus): Many attempts have been made to distinguish (program) evaluation from research—typically, other social science research—for example, in terms of generality or generalizability, replicability, and data types. It is true that the typical efforts of a contract evaluator or of someone whose job title defines them as an evaluator are more likely to be particularistic rather than general, by comparison with the typical efforts of a researcher; But this only corresponds to the difference between research chemists and those with the same qualifications who spend most of their time analyzing water samples for the water company….Stressing the difference between research and evaluation by using that phrasing is unfortunate, because it tends to support the same kind of mistake teachers make when they distinguish teaching from testing. The fact is that testing is an essential part of teaching; similarly, practical evaluation is an essential part of evaluation research, and research is an essential part of practical evaluation. Stressing this, for example by stressing that an estimate of generalizability (external validity) should be part of every program evaluation, is more constructive and productive than stressing the difference. What distinguishes evaluation from other applied research is at most that it leads to evaluative conclusions, and to get to them requires identifying standards and performance data, and the integration of the two. 

Evaluation Research in Practice.

Here are a few useful points, mostly about tradeoffs that evaluators often face. 

· Evaluators must balance the competing forces of systematic inquiry (i.e., what you would like to do from a scientific standpoint) and organizational imperatives (i.e., what you can actually do because of politics and other constraints). 

· You want stakeholders to participate in an evaluation because it helps to “create ownership” or “buy-in” but how much do you want stakeholders to actually participate in the conduct of the evaluation?

· Because there may be an inherent tension between the evaluator and key stakeholders (e.g., you may not find what they want you to find), you should both agree on an evaluation plan at the start of the evaluation (listing purposes, roles, dissemination, etc.). 

· You may find the need during the evaluation to change some aspects of the plan because of the emergence of new information or conditions. Priorities may change.

· You want to be scientific, but you must also be pragmatic.

· Your stakeholders (i.e., the people with an interest or stake in the evaluation outcomes) may disagree among themselves.  

· Should you only be concerned for the particular people and stakeholders involved in the particular program you are evaluating, or should you try to generalize the findings and extend general knowledge of programs for others to learn from and to build upon?

· Should you worry and try to increase the utilization of the evaluation findings or should you just “do the evaluation and give it to the person who hired you” and let them worry about utilization?

· Should you attempt to understand the “evaluation theory” that you are using or just use the approach that seems right at the time and not worry about theory?

Who Can Do Evaluations?

First, evaluators need to be grounded in social science research techniques (e.g., the kinds of techniques that we cover in IDE 510, IDE 692, IDE 620, IDE 621, IDE 635, IDE 690, and IDE 630).

Second, you need to be familiar with the evaluation literature (e.g., IDE 660).

Third, you need subject matter expertise about what your are evaluating or an ability to work effectively with SMEs.

Fourth, you need to get some experience conducting real world evaluations. 

Please note that the key concepts are provided (defined) at the end of each chapter. These definitions are very important for understanding the subject of evaluation. Good luck!

