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Introduction

These notes introduce two approaches to the process of focussing or deciding which aspects of an intervention, project, activity or change [I will use the generic term ‘activity’ to encompass all these possibilities from now on] should shape evaluation effort.  They both have a ‘utilisation’ flavour in that they involve discussions and negotiations with stakeholders other than the evaluators themselves.  They are particularly helpful in the process of gaining legitimacy for the evaluation and generating interest in evaluation outcomes on the part of end users or audiences for the evaluation.

They both imply the development of a process in which the desired outcomes from the activity are discussed with the designers of the activity.  These outcomes may be apparent at different levels, over different time scales, addressed by different types of evidence and do not solely refer to ‘endpoints’.  They do however, help to determine what might count as ‘impact’ on a continuum from ‘awareness’ to ‘changed practice’.

1. Theory of change based approaches

These approaches are deceptively straightforward in that they involve the evaluator working through a whole range of ‘why’ type questions with activity designers and determining the focus of the evaluation around these expectations.  An example of theory-based evaluation is that used by The Aspen Institute (Connell et al, 1995) in relation to the evaluation of comprehensive community initiatives.  Carol Weiss suggests that all programmes have underlying ‘theories of change’ that have influenced decisions around programme design.  Essentially this notion of theory is theory with a small ‘t’.  It refers to the ideas or underlying/tacit assumptions about how the activity they have designed will bring about the changes they hope for.

Where an activity design is not clearly specified or linked to the ultimate goals of the intervention, the evaluators’ task is to clarify the premises, assumptions, hypotheses or theories that have guided decisions about the overall structure and specific components of the initiative.  Once these have been elicited, they can drive the development of an evaluation plan that tests whether the theories hold up when the activity is implemented. 

Testing the activity’s ‘theories of change’ is a means of assessing the progress and impact of the approach.  The concepts outlined by Weiss were formulated into a paradigm of evaluation by Connell and Kubisch (1996). They describe Theory of Change as a story of why and how an initiative works. 

It is based on a few straightforward principles: 

· Desired outcomes - make sure you know what you want to achieve

· Timescale for achievements - by when these will be achieved 

· Process – make sure you know how you are going to get there

· Responsive – be prepared to adapt your methods and goals as you go along

It is unusual to have activities so well articulated, particularly when the activities are part of an on-going programme of actions as in the case of a SC.  However, this approach might be useful in identifying what assumptions about the change process are embedded in a SC’s approach.  The application of a Theories of Change approach to Barnado’s Anti-Poverty Strategy, a community development initiative design to address child poverty within disadvantaged neighbourhoods is described by Hughes and Traynor (2000).

What has all this got to do with evaluation in LTSN?

To summarise, we might ask

1. What influenced the decisions around activity design?

2. What are the premises, assumptions etc that guided decisions about activities, structures and their relationship with SC goals?

3. What are the implications for evaluation focus?
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2. EPO approaches to performance indicators

This approach has been around for the last 8 years or so and refers to the development of indicators of performance which key stakeholders ‘own’ or identify as useful, fair and diagnostic.  As in the case of the theories of change approaches, there is a collaborative ethos associated with their generation.  They are normally the product of a process of design and discussion between evaluators and activity designers.

There are three interpretations of a performance or success indicator at work in public policy documents at the present time.  They are outlined below with an example from the domain of ‘student achievement’ to illustrate the differences.  Student achievement is often used as a performance indicator for the evaluation of an educational intervention.

· Mode 1: Indicators interpreted as areas, activities, domains or phenomena on which evidence will be collected. 

[Indicators as a focus] 

Example: the area of student achievement in assessment is identified in advance in an evaluation plan as an area on which data will be gathered

· Mode 2: Indicators interpreted as the evidence itself

[Indicators as the evidence] 

Example:  actual student achievement data or results are identified ‘post hoc’ i.e. after the event [this is the important difference to mode 1] as indicators of the performance of an intervention

· Mode 3: Indicators as a pre-defined or prescribed state to be achieved or obtained. In this way indicators constitute desired outcomes.

[Indicators as prescriptions of good performance] 

Example: grade C or above passes in national examinations are prescribed in advance as an indicator of good performance.  Evaluation focuses on the ‘gap’ between actuality and prescription.

All three interpretations are used routinely by government departments and descriptions of evaluation plans and it is useful to design evaluations with all three.  It is important to note that there is no logical connection between the notion of an indicator and the form the evidence might take i.e. it might be both qualitative or quantitative.  It is true however, that different types of evidence are used in rather different ways dependent on purpose and audience

Often, indicators are mainly mode 3.  Mode 3 indicators are useful in specifying what might be a ‘quality standard’ in an area of practice.  Modes 1 and 2 are used in circumstances where the evaluation is exploratory or in areas where a pre-set standard is either inappropriate or inapplicable.  Quite often the impact of an intervention is difficult to predict in precise terms or impact was not specified in detail but in general terms in the project plan.  In these circumstances indicators tend to be mode 1 or 2.  Where mode 3 indicators are likely to be used is in the process and enabling dimensions [see below] where ‘good practice’ is more easily specifiable.

For these notes I will use the EPO methodology which I describe below and which is fully outlined, along with the distinctions I mention above in Helsby and Saunders [1993]

The EPO [Enabling, Process and Outcome] methodology distinguishes between three different types of indicator. See below for a description.

Enabling

Refers to dimensions which need:

 to be set up

 be in place

 frameworks for action

 policies

 protocols

 space

 time

 people

 resources

Enabling indicators are concerned with the structures and support which needs to be set up or provided to better enable the desired processes to take place.  These may include such things as the establishment of an institutional, departmental or group policy, appointment of co-ordinators or working parties, allocation of funds/resources, time table changes or the provision of professional development.  The degree to which items under this heading are provided is highly relevant to any evaluation of the outcomes but often absent in performance measurement systems.

Process

Refers to dimensions which are concerned with actions

Ways of doing things

Styles 

Behaviours 

Practices

Process indicators are concerned with what needs to happen within the ‘target group’ practice in order to embody or achieve desired outcomes.  In the LTSN there is an interesting discussion to be had on the focus for process indicators.  In my view, the focus would be on teaching and learning practices of HE teachers.  Presumably, in order to assess impact of an activity, the changes in teaching and learning should be attributable to the SC input.  The issue of attribution is critical here.

Outcomes

Refers to dimensions which are concerned with ‘end points’

Goals

Desired products

Numbers

Impacts

Changes

New practices

Outcome indicators are concerned with the intermediate or longer-term outcomes of the activities or programme of activities and are tied to impact goals.  Since HE is ultimately about effecting positive changes in student behaviour, the most critical outcome indicators tend to refer to student based outcomes.  However, it is perfectly possible to identify intermediate outcomes which refer to shifts in departmental or subject cultures/teaching styles which could be positively attributable to SC activity.

All these indicators can be addressed through evidence gained from standard instruments [questionnaires, interviews of key stakeholders and informants, participants etc.] and by the inspection of documentary evidence.  It may be that indicative evidence through case studies of change is a useful tool.

� Helsby, G., Saunders, M.  Taylorism, Tylerism and Performance Indicators: Defending the Indefensible.  Educational Studies, Vol 19, No 1, pp 55-77, 1993





