Lecture Four: Identifying Issues and 

Formulating Evaluation Questions

Required reading: RLF, Chapter 3.

Formulating testable evaluation questions is, perhaps, the heart of the RLF model of program evaluation because the evaluation questions provide the focus for the evaluation. The evaluation questions also form the heart of the evaluation plan which is the agreement between the evaluator and the evaluation sponsor about what will be done in the evaluation. Although the evaluation sponsor usually has a list of evaluation questions, this list will generally be incomplete and in need of modification with the help of the evaluator. We will discuss below how to write good evaluation questions, and how to determine what those questions should be.

I will provide a some comments and summary of each of the major sections in the RLF chapter:

· What Makes a Good Evaluation Question?

· Determining the Specific Questions the Evaluation Should Answer.

· Collating Evaluation Questions and Setting Priorities.

What Makes a Good Evaluation Question?

In Exhibit 3-A, RLF remind you what the four steps in the logic of evaluation are (remember, we discussed this in lecture one.)

Good evaluation questions address dimensions of program performance that can be compared to some evaluative standard or performance criterion in order to make an evaluative judgment. Good evaluation questions include the following characteristics:

· They are specific.

· They are measurable.

· They are answerable.

· They are realistic and reasonable (they do not state grandiose goals).

· They are appropriate to the local needs.

· At a secondary level, they can contribute to knowledge development (beyond the specific program).

There are vocal opponents and proponents of setting very specific standards.

Determining the evaluative standard or criterion to be used to judge the level of program performance is clearly a tough task, and you may not always be able to establish an explicit, precise, consensual, and defensible performance criterion in advance of data collection. It is still a good idea to try to do this (with the help of program sponsors, administrators, managers, and other key stakeholders) and to put some careful thought into performance criteria. Once the data are collected and analyzed, you, ultimately, will have to come up with performance standards in order to make evaluative judgments; therefore, at some point, you are going to have to determine the standards that you will use. 

In case you forgot, here is a review of the four steps in the logic of evaluation: 1) Select criteria of merit (i.e., those dimensions on which the evaluand must do well), 2) Set standards of performance on those criteria (i.e., absolute or comparative levels that must be exceeded to warrant the application of the word “good”), 3) Gather data measuring performance on the criteria and compare to the standards, and 4) Integrate the results and make a value (i.e., evaluative) judgment (what is the merit or worth of the evaluand?).

Some useful sources that may be helpful in determining performance standards include the following (Exhibit 3-B includes some additional ones):

· Program goals and objectives.

· Needs or wants of the target population.  

· Past performance levels or prior trend data on the outcome measure (i.e., measuring progress).

· Preintervention performance levels.

· Legal performance requirements.

· Administrative performance objectives.

· Performance of similar programs or units.

· Performance relative to costs.

· Ethical judgments about what is needed.

A standard may be an absolute standard or a comparative standard. An example of the former is “Eighty-five percent of the students undergoing training will score 90% correct or higher on the posttest achievement measure.”  An example of the latter is “Participants who complete Program XYZ will perform better on the performance test than will the participants who complete Program ABC.” If you use a comparative standard, make sure the comparison is fair (i.e., make sure you are comparing “apples to apples” and not “apples to oranges”).

It is rarely advisable to set extreme standards such as “all program participants shall do X” or “none will suffer Y.”  In general, evaluation clients may tend to set high or unrealistic standards, and you will need to help them to understand what can be realistically expected to result from their program.

RLF contend that finding that a performance improvement is statistically significant is NOT a good basis for setting performance standards in program evaluation! You should recall from your statistics and research methods classes that traditional statistical significance testing only tells you that a result appears to be greater than one would expect based on chance alone (i.e., it says that we can reject the null hypothesis of zero effect); statistical significance tells us nothing about practical significance or clinical significance or social significance which is what program evaluation is all about. Furthermore, evaluation data are usually not based on random sampling (or random assignment) procedures which, technically speaking, is required for the use of inferential statistics. 

RLF list the five major evaluation domains again (i.e., needs assessment, theory assessment, implementation assessment, impact assessment, and efficiency assessment). If you take a look at Exhibit 3-C, you can see that the fice domains can be conceptualized as “The Evaluation Hierarchy,” with assessment of program need being the most foundational and working up the ladder showing how the higher domains rest on the lower domains. 

RLF list a number of possible evaluation questions for each of these areas that you might consider (see pages 77-78).

Determining the Specific Questions the Evaluation Should Answer

In Exhibit 3-D, RLF show you their preferred way for writing evaluation questions. Notice that they like to include a standard with each evaluation question. Please study these questions carefully and use them as examples to get you started on writing your own evaluation questions.

So where do evaluation questions generally come from?

The first major source of evaluation questions includes the evaluation sponsor and program stakeholders. The request for evaluation (or request for proposal, RFP) will include some evaluation questions or areas of interest to the sponsor. In addition, most stakeholders will provide some questions if you ask them. Note, however, that you will need to work with these stakeholders to develop their questions into reasonable, testable evaluation questions. Some methods for collecting data from the stakeholders are snowball sampling, having them collaborate or participate in the actual evaluation, interviewing, focus groups, and informant interviews. 

Some topics for evaluation question generation are as follows:

· Ask sponsors, program managers and administrators, and other stakeholders why an evaluation is needed.

· Ask them to list the program goals and objectives.

· Work with the various stakeholders in determining what questions are most important for the evaluation to answer. RLF strongly suggest that you consider who will actually use the results and answer the questions that are likely to be utilized. In other words, answer evaluation questions that will provide useful information for the intended or probable users. One strategy for coming up with the questions is called backward mapping (i.e., identifying desirable endpoints or outcomes and then determining what must be done to get there).

Remember that you want to make sure that your key stakeholders “buy into” or take some “ownership” of your evaluation questions. 

The second major source of evaluation questions comes from the program evaluator’s relatively independent analysis of the program. Here the evaluator attempts to determine the areas that may be of importance. A key strategy, advocated by RLF, is to articulate (i.e., make explicit) the program theory, and then decide which areas articulated by that theory are of interest and relevance to the particular program evaluation. 

One common way to depict a specific program theory is through the use of a logic model. Examine Exhibit 3-H for a nice example of this. I like the use of depictions like this because a single diagram like this can depict a lot of information and it can help show the big idea and the concepts of flow and feedback. 

Later, we will have a full chapter on program theory (Chapter 5). 

For now, note the difference between theory failure (the program is implemented, but the theory is faulty; hence, the expected results do not occur) and implementation failure (the planned program services are not delivered; hence, the expected results do not occur).  

Collating Evaluation Questions and Setting Priorities.

Typically, you will have many more evaluation questions than you can realistically answer. Therefore, you must (in conjunction with key stakeholders) collate, categorize, and prioritize the questions. Then you will need to eliminate lower priority questions for your final evaluation plan.  

Also remember that you may want to give high priority to evaluation questions that are likely to lead to the utilization of the evaluation. 

