Evaluation: Where to Begin?
Notes by Amy Luckey borrowing heavily from the writing and teachings of Michael Quinn Patton.


By integrating evaluation practices into you program, you can systematically gather and use information to:

· Improve your program strategies 

· Document the impact of your work for funders and potential clients, and 

· Contribute to the knowledge base of your field.

Program evaluation can help answer questions such as:

· What are our program’s strengths and weaknesses? 

· What have been the factors that have contributed to our greatest successes? 

· What are our greatest challenges? How can we overcome them? 

· Which types of projects are most successful and which types don’t work so well?

(i.e, questions about improving your program)

· What changes do our clients experience as a result of our help? 

· How have these changes contributed to our clients’ abilities to achieve their goals?

(i.e., questions about documenting your impact)

· How can we tell whether someone will benefit from the types of services we provide?

· What are the lessons we’ve learned from our experiences that others in our field can also benefit from? 

· In our experience, what are the key characteristics of clients that are successful?
(i.e., questions about contributing knowledge to the field)

Exactly what question your evaluation practices will be designed to address will depend on what your organization—and key stakeholders such as your funders and clients—most want to know and what your purposes are for evaluation.

A word of caution: Often, especially when using evaluation for accountability purposes, we are tempted to focus our efforts on addressing the seemingly simple question “Did it work?” Yet framing our evaluation in such black and white terms sets us up to judge our programs as successes or failures without contributing to our understanding of how and why we succeeded or failed. For organizations and their funders to learn from evaluation we need to ask the more meaningful question:

What worked, for whom, in what ways, under what conditions, with what implications?

There is no one right way to conduct program evaluation. 

What types of information you decide to collect, how you collect it, and from whom, will depend upon: 

· The questions that you want to answer 

· How you intend to use the answers to those questions 

· The feasibility of gathering the information 

· The resources (staff time and expertise, information management systems) dedicated to your evaluation


Your evaluation strategies will also be influenced by how you intend for its quality and credibility to be judged. When thinking about evaluation, the criteria that most often come to mind are those of traditional social science research: objectivity, rigor, the validity and reliability of the data. However, many organizations use alternative criteria such as whether their evaluations:

· Promote dialogue & voice multiple perspectives by acknowledging biases, building trust, and reflecting authenticity 

· Move people by getting an emotional response and making them care 

· Empower people, improve conditions by building people’s power and capacity for change through participating in the evaluation process 

· Facilitate people’s ability to make decisions about programs by being usable, systematic, fair, and grounded in integrity and honesty


Which of these criteria—or combination of them—you use will depend upon your organization’s values and its goals for the evaluation. Your program evaluation need not epitomize scientific rigor. Yet, by systematically asking questions and gathering information to help answer them, your evaluation can bring to your organization what Michael Quinn Patton calls the “biases of evaluation”—intentionality, clarity, and specificity.


Key Elements of Evaluation
In its 1993 publication A Vision of Evaluation, Independent Sector has proposed a number of “key elements” of evaluation. They are: 

· Evaluation is a process of asking good questions, gathering information to answer them and making decisions based on those answers. 

· Evaluation is not a single event, but a process; not episodic, but ongoing. 

· Evaluation is a developmental, not a report card process. 

· Evaluation invites collaboration within an organization and with external parties such as clients, donors and grantees. 

· Effective evaluation occurs in an environment that is as risk-free as possible. 

· Evaluation is the responsibility of everyone. 

· Evaluations should be shared with others. 

· The output of evaluation is organizational learning – a way for the organization to assess its progress and change in ways that lead to greater achievement of its mission.


Source: Independent Sector, cited by Tom David in “Preliminary Thoughts on Evaluation at the Marguerite Casey Foundation. ”

Logic Modeling

 “A logic model is a systematic and visual way to present and share your understanding of the relationships among the resources you have to operate your program, the activities you plan to do, and the changes or results you hope to achieve.” Source: Logic Model Development Guide, page 1, W.K. Kellogg Foundation 

Logic models are useful tools for designing program evaluations. By making explicit the outcomes you hope to achieve and how you plan to achieve them, logic models can help guide decisions about what exactly you want to track and measure. 

Evaluation is a form of reality testing: The logic model describes how you think your program works and what it achieves; evaluation helps you test this theory.

Why Use a Logic Model? How will it help you? 

A logic model:

· Brings detail to broad goals; helps in planning, evaluation, implementation, and communications. 

· Helps to identify gaps in our program logic and clarifies assumptions so success may be more likely. 

· Builds understanding and promotes consensus about what the program is and how it will work—builds buy-in and teamwork. 

· Makes underlying beliefs explicit. 

· Helps to clarify what is appropriate to evaluate, and when, so that evaluation resources are used wisely. 

· Summarizes complex programs to communicate with stakeholders, funders, and other audiences. 

· Enables effective competition for resources. (Many funders request logic models in their grant requests.)

Source: Enhancing Program Performance with Logic Models - a University of Wisconsin-Extension online course


Keep in mind:
· This is simply a tool 

· The concept is more important than the label or the form… 

Logic Model Resources


The following selected resources provide accessible introductions to creating and using logic models.

Enhancing Program Performance with Logic Models 
a University of Wisconsin-Extension online course walks reader through an accessible description of logic models and the process of creating them.

W.K. Kellogg Foundation Logic Model Development Guide 
Presents a through introduction to logic modeling, including guidance for creating logic models and using them to support evaluation planning.

Learning From Logic Models: An Example of a Family/School Partnership Program 
and
Learning From Logic Models in Out-of-School Time 
Harvard Family Research Project briefs provide step-by-step guides to developing logic models.

CDC Evaluation Working Group: Logic Model Resources 
Contains links to several additional online logic modeling resources.
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