Evaluation Matters—He Take To Te Aromatawai: 3: 2017
© New Zealand Council for Educational Research 2017
https://doi.org/10.18296/em.0024
http://www.nzcer.org.nz/nzcerpress/evaluation-matters

Reflecting on evaluation practice

by considering an educative values-
engaged approach: How would it have
changed this utilisation-focused evaluation?

Jo MacDonald and Roseanna Bourke

Reflective practice is recognised as one of the four core competency
domains for evaluators in Aotearoa New Zealand. This article pres-
ents what happens when two theoretical positions or evaluation
approaches are juxtaposed to reflect on evaluation practice. Taking
a recently completed theory-based, utilisation-focused evaluation
of a youth resilience programme piloted nationally, the article con-
siders how an alternative approach—an educative values-engaged
theoretical perspective—might have influenced the evaluation. It
highlights how these two approaches are enacted in five aspects of
evaluation practice: engaging with stakeholders; use of programme
theory; generating evaluation questions; methods; and analysis and
reporting. The article argues that knowledge of more than one eval-
uation approach and theoretical perspective expands the evaluation
imagination, giving evaluators options and alternatives in evalua-

tion practice.
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Positioning evaluations through a theoretical lens

The term ‘theory’ is used in evaluation contexts to refer to diverse bod-
ies of knowledge, encompassing methodological theory, programme
theory, social science theory, theory about causality, and theoreti-
cal approaches to framing or conducting an evaluation. The last of
these is often referred to as evaluation theory (Donaldson & Lipsey,
2006; Schwandt, 2013). Evaluation theory commonly encompasses
prescriptive theories that provide a guiding framework for doing
evaluation (Alkin, 2013; Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006). In this usage,
an evaluation theory is synonymous with an evaluation model or an
evaluation approach (Alkin, 2013, p. 4).

Reflective practice is recognised as one of the four core compe-
tency domains for evaluators in Aotearoa New Zealand (Aotearoa
New Zealand Evaluation Association, 2011). Our experience of this
domain is that evaluators are more likely to take a reflexive position
with regard to the analysis of findings, methods used, and relation-
ships within teams and with stakeholders. However, the zheory of
practice or evaluation model also needs critique and consideration to

allow for innovative evaluation practices to emerge. Donaldson and

Lipsey (20006) agree that

many of those participating in evaluation do so within the confines
of one theory of practice ... without much apparent reflection or
concern about the underpinnings of that theory or the challenges
posed by competing theories. (p. 61)

Although we argue that evaluators do not often consider a different
theoretical perspective when reflecting on evaluation practice, there
are examples in the literature of different evaluation approaches being
applied to the same evaluand. Alkin and Christie (2005a) devoted
an entire journal to one hypothetical evaluand, where four “actively
evaluating theorists” (p. 16) with different theoretical perspectives
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were asked to consider and describe how they would evaluate an edu-
cation programme. A similar exercise was undertaken as part of an
extensive publication on evaluation theory and models (Stufflebeam
& Shinkfield, 2007).

Drawing inspiration from these examples, this article describes a
recently completed theory-based (Rogers, 2007; Weiss, 1997), utili-
sation-focused (Patton, 2013) evaluation and considers how the eval-
uation might have been portrayed from another theoretical position:
an educative values-engaged perspective (Greene, 2013; Greene,
DeStefano, Burgon, & Hall, 2006; Hall, Ahn, & Greene, 2012). It
highlights how these approaches—both themselves hybrids of more
than one evaluation theory or model—are enacted in five aspects of
evaluation practice: engaging with stakeholders; use of programme
theory; generating evaluation questions; methods; and analysis and
reporting. Given that each theoretical perspective influences the eval-
uator’s field of vision and “thus entails that certain aspects fall into
focus, while others are excluded” (Hansen, 2005, p. 451), it is import-
ant to consider what is foregrounded under different evaluation the-
oretical models. This article concludes by reflecting on whether and
how knowledge of different evaluation theories or approaches con-

tributes to evaluation practice.

The evaluand: My FRIENDS Youth Resilience Programme

The My FRIENDS Youth Resilience Programme (referred to here
as My FRIENDS Youth) was trialled in New Zealand secondary
schools from 2013 to 2015. This licensed Australian programme is
intended to build students” self-esteem and resilience to help them
deal with feelings associated with depression and anxiety (Ministry
of Health, 2016). It was initiated by the Prime Minister’s Youth
Mental Health Project and implemented through the Ministry of
Education’s Positive Behaviour for Learning (PB4L) programme
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(Ministry of Education, 2013). The 10-session programme is based
on cognitive behavioural therapy principles and is a universal pro-
gramme designed to be implemented in a range of settings and
applicable for all young people (Barrett, 2012). In New Zealand it
was facilitated largely by Health and Physical Education teachers
of Year 9 students (aged 13—14) as part of the Health and Physical
Education learning area. A total of 26 schools participated in the trial
during the 2-year evaluation (MacDonald, Bourke, Berg, & Burgon,
2015), and a strong student voice component was an integral part of
the evaluation (Bourke & MacDonald, 2016).

The evaluation

The evaluation of My FRIENDS Youth was commissioned after a
government-initiated request for proposals (RFP) process in early
2013. An RFP document can shape an evaluation in terms of focus,
scope and priority areas, and this includes prescribing the approach to
be taken (Leviton, 2015). In this instance, guidance was given in the
REFP about important features of the evaluation, such as the inclu-
sion of pre- and post-programme measures of anxiety and depression,
feedback from young people and school staff, and context-based suc-
cess factors (Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 5).

The New Zealand Council for Educational Research (NZCER),
in partnership with Victoria University of Wellington, was con-
tracted to evaluate My FRIENDS Youth. The RFP was initially
for the evaluation of a 1-year trial in 10 secondary schools, but in
response to changes in the operational policy context this evolved
into a 2-year evaluation involving 26 schools. The evaluation was the-
ory-based (Rogers, 2007; Weiss, 1997), and centred strongly around
a theory of change that was used “as a framework for determining
the variables that should be measured in an evaluation or as a means

of better understanding the evaluand” (Davidson, 2000, p. 19). The
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evaluation explored three main focuses: (1) the extent of implemen-
tation fidelity by teachers and schools; (2) progress made towards
short-term outcomes for students; and (3) the degree of consistency
with the New Zealand curriculum framework and our bicultural and
multicultural context.

Consistent with a focus in the RFP on the intended use of the
evaluation findings, the evaluation plan also framed the evaluation as
utilisation-focused (Patton, 2013). In utilisation-focused evaluation,
all aspects of an evaluation are thought about in relation to how they
will affect use by the “primary intended users” (e.g. Patton, 2008,
p- 37), and often result in negotiated approaches to the evaluation.
As Patton (2015) points out, “the evaluation facilitator develops a
working relationship with intended users to help them determine the
kind of evaluation they need” (p. 458), and through this consultation,
decisions on conceptual frameworks and methodological approaches
are negotiated. These primary intended users are the individuals who
will be the “real users of the evaluation” (Christie & Alkin, 2013,
p. 44). They should have both the authority and the willingness to use
evaluation findings to inform their decisions or actions (International
Development Research Centre, 2012).

In the My FRIENDS Youth evaluation, the primary intended
users were designated at the outset as the strategic and operational
teams at the Ministry of Education, who intended to use the find-
ings “[to] decide if there are any aspects of this initiative that need
strengthening or changing ... [and] to contribute to decisions about
the extent of ‘scale-up’ for this initiative” (NZCER, 2013a, p. 4).
Thus, the funders of both the programme and the evaluation were
also the primary intended users. The evaluation findings through
the final report were published by the funder 1 year after comple-
tion of the evaluation to enable other users to access the findings
and thus increase the ability for practitioners—such as facilitators,
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teachers and guidance counsellors—to use the results more widely
(MacDonald et al., 2015).

Having the client or commissioner of the evaluation as the primary
intended user is not a feature of all utilisation-focused evaluations,
although it is common in evaluation work for central government
agencies. This shapes an evaluation by giving clients—as both funders
of the evaluation and primary intended users—substantial input into
decisions about who to involve with regard to research design and
methods, and reporting (Patton, 2003, 2008). This affords a greater
likelihood of the evaluation findings being useful and used by clients.

However, it also requires evaluators to think ethically and be
mindful of the wider evaluation context. Positioning the client as
the primary intended user brings with it the risk that the evalua-
tion is not seen as credible to others involved in and affected by the
evaluation. It may also mean that reporting timelines and access to
evaluative information do not take into account other stakeholders’
information needs, thus limiting the wider use of the findings. In
the My FRIENDS Youth evaluation, other stakeholders (such as the
teachers involved in the day-to-day facilitation of the programme in
the school context) were identified as ‘secondary intended users’ but
did not contribute to discussions about research design, methods or
reporting. They did, however, contribute to facilitating access to the
student participants to ensure authentic “student voice”, which was a

pivotal aspect of the evaluation (Bourke & MacDonald, 2016).

A brief overview of the educative values-engaged
evaluation approach

The alternative approach considered in this article is the educative
values-engaged approach, which “explicitly and intentionally involves
descriptions and prescriptions of values” (Hall et al., 2012, p. 196).
This approach was selected because it had the potential to be a good
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fit with My FRIENDS Youth’s focus on the wellbeing of all students,
and the Ministry of Education’s interest in context, and outcomes for
Maori and Pasifika students. It could therefore have been a realistic
alternative.

The educative values-engaged approach draws selectively on three
influential evaluation approaches: Stake’s responsive evaluation (Stake,
1995, 2008), House and Howe’s (1999) deliberative democratic evalua-
tion, and Cronbach’s focus on evaluation as an educational endeavour
(Cronbach et al., 1980). Three key values prescribed by the educative
values-engaged approach are inclusion, equity and diversity (Hall et
al., 2012), and these are integral when considering secondary users of
an evaluation (i.e. the participants and those who might draw on the
evaluation results for their own practice). An educative values-engaged
approach to evaluation privileges the inclusion of multiple and diverse
stakeholder perspectives, and gaining contextualised knowledge about
programmes and how they are experienced in meaningful ways in peo-
ple’s lives (Hall et al., 2012). Drawing on Cronbach, it is also oriented
towards being educative—a way for society to learn about itself—rather
than having a narrower focus on decision-making and how people will
use the information gained from an evaluation (Greene et al., 20006).

Stakeholder engagement

Stakeholder engagement is addressed in many evaluation theories,
but there are substantial differences in who is counted as a stake-
holder, and when and how they are included in the evaluation (Alkin
& Christie, 2005b, p. 118). In the My FRIENDS Youth evalua-
tion, as already discussed, Ministry of Education stakeholders were
viewed as the primary intended users and a close relationship with
key Ministry personnel was seen to be a central factor in ensuring
a successful evaluation. The values, priorities and questions of these
primary intended users framed the evaluation (Patton, 2003).
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In addition to working at the policy level, the evaluation team also
built strong relationships at the operational level of the programme.
This involved working with the two regional My FRIENDS Youth
facilitators, whose role was to train teachers in the programme and
support schools with implementation. These facilitators kept the
evaluation team informed of implementation timelines and issues in
schools, and supported schools to make sense of student survey data
when school-level data from the evaluation were returned to each
school. They also contributed to the review of the evaluation report
and were eager to make use of the findings at an operational level.

Schools, teachers and students were recognised as stakeholders in
the My FRIENDS Youth evaluation plan, and members of the eval-
uation team attended regional meetings early in the evaluation to
explain the evaluation purpose and process. However, apart from one
school’s involvement in the scoping phase (described below), teach-
ers did not contribute to decision making about the evaluation, and
relationships with teachers and students focused on data collection. A
summary of the evaluation was written, highlighting findings likely
to be of most interest to those facilitating the programme with stu-
dents, but teachers did not contribute to analytical sense-making.

In contrast, an educative values-engaged approach to evaluation
aims to engage with a diverse range of stakeholders, more inten-
tionally and systematically, “paying particular attention to ensur-
ing inclusion of the interests and perspectives of those traditionally
underserved” (Greene et al., 2006, p. 60). Bringing this theoretical
perspective to the My FRIENDS Youth evaluation, a wider group of
stakeholders may have had a much larger role throughout the evalu-
ation. Although in this approach it is not necessary for stakeholders
to become co-evaluators (Lopez, 2005), it does allow for the values,
priorities and questions of teachers, students and parents to influ-
ence the framing of the evaluation, alongside the questions of the
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government stakeholders. In this model, the evaluation team would
seek to include a wider group of stakeholders in discussing data and
emerging findings at the school and programme level. Two other
aspects of evaluation practice where a broader range of stakeholders
could be included—the development of a programme theory and the

generation of evaluation questions—are discussed next.

Use of programme theory

Programme theory in evaluation focuses on the evaluand itself rather
than evaluation practice (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2000, p. 64). The use
of programme theory—in the form of intervention logics, logic mod-
els or theories of change—is a common practice in many evaluation
approaches (Rogers, 2007, p. 63). The term ‘theory-based evaluation’
refers to approaches that make assumptions about how a programme
is expected to work and then use this programme theory as a guide
for the evaluation, through informing evaluation questions, data col-
lection and analysis (Rogers, Petrosino, Huebner, & Hacsi, 2000, p.
5). As part of a scoping phase for the My FRIENDS Youth evalua-
tion, evaluators interviewed Ministry of Education stakeholders and
three staff from one of the schools trialling the programme. One
outcome of this scoping phase was a theory of change, which guided
decisions about who was spoken to during the evaluation, and the
specific questions developed for the surveys and the qualitative inter-
views (MacDonald et al., 2015).

This evaluation took an integrative approach to programme the-
ory construction (Chen, 1990, pp. 11-12). It combined stakeholder
interviews, review of documentation such as the teacher manual for
the programme (Barrett, 2012), evaluators’ knowledge of cognitive
behavioural therapy, and research on and evaluation of the imple-
mentation of new programmes in school contexts. The purpose of the
programme theory was to show how My Friends Youth was intended
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to work, the conditions that need to be in place for a successful inter-
vention, and what needed to happen for the programme to achieve
its short-term outcomes in supporting young people to build their
resilience.

Issues identified by teachers interviewed in the scoping phase
were included in the programme theory: the quality of the training,
teacher confidence, and interaction with other school-based initia-
tives. However, the theory of change was not intended to describe
diverse stakeholder values, and it is possible it privileged the primary
intended users’ understanding of the programme. It was not shared
widely with other stakeholders during the evaluation.

In the educative values-engaged approach, the evaluand is a matter
for discussion with as many stakeholder groups as possible (Greene,
2005a). This approach values programme theory construction as a
strategy to “help various stakeholders articulate their own assump-
tions, perspectives, interests and values” (Greene et al., 2006, p. 59).
It also serves the purpose of including diverse stakeholders in a con-
versation about programme quality (Greene, interviewed in Lopez,
2005, p. 1). The principles of inclusion (of many different people),
dialogue (through interviews and discussions) and deliberation (sur-
facing different positions, inconsistencies and commonalities) are vis-
ible in this approach. These principles have their roots in House and
Howe’s deliberative democratic approach (House & Howe, 1999),
which may lead to the production of multiple programme theories
for the same evaluand.

An educative values-engaged approach to the My FRIENDS
Youth evaluation would have included more teachers and the two
regional facilitators in the development of the theory of change.
Discussions would have surfaced what they thought the programme
was intended to do, what they wanted it to lead to for themselves and
their students, and what sorts of conditions would be necessary to
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support their facilitation of the programme. Evaluators would also
have considered strategies to include the voices of parents and stu-
dents in this process.

Evaluation questions

Programme theory is one way that evaluators decide on which aspects
of an evaluand to focus attention on. Another important aspect
is the generation and selection of evaluation questions. In the My
FRIENDS Youth evaluation, an initial list of evaluation questions
was included in the RFP. The scoping phase interviews and subse-
quent development of the theory of change highlighted key areas for
the evaluation to focus on, and suggested that some of the evalua-
tion questions signalled in the RFP needed to be adjusted (NZCER,
2013b). In particular, a trial of a clinical measure of anxiety revealed
challenges with using it in relation to a universal programme, and
after negotiation with the Ministry of Education stakeholders the
evaluation team agreed to focus on wellbeing using a more appropri-
ate tool. This necessitated a change to the evaluation question about
student outcomes. We made minor adjustments to the wording of
other questions, and a question was added to focus on one particular
outcome for teachers.

The final agreed evaluation questions are shown in Figure 1. These
questions focus on implementation of the programme, its relevance to
the New Zealand context, and progress towards short-term outcomes,
particularly improvements in wellbeing for students, and teacher
confidence in supporting students. Particular attention is given to
the impact of the programme for priority learner groups—Maori
students, Pasifika students, students with special education needs,
and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds (MacDonald
et al., 2015). These final evaluation questions were agreed with the
Ministry of Education stakeholders as the primary intended users.
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Figure 1: Final agreed evaluation questions for the MY FRIENDS Youth evaluation

1. Has My FRIENDS Youth increased wellbeing (as measured
through Wellbeing@School) in young people?

2. How does My FRIENDS Youth impact on priority learners?

Was My FRIENDS Youth implemented as intended?

4. Is My FRIENDS Youth relevant in the New Zealand cultural
and educational context?

5. What are the My FRIENDS Youth programme factors that
support and hinder adherence, satisfaction and acceptability

Rl

of the programme?

6. Does the My FRIENDS Youth programme support teachers
to manage classroom conversations about wellbeing?
(MacDonald et al., 2015, p.3)

Taking an educative values-engaged approach, the evaluator aims
for evaluation questions that reflect diverse stakeholder perspectives
(Greene et al., 2000). At first glance the questions asked in the My
FRIENDS Youth evaluation with their focus on both students and
teachers could be seen as an attempt to do this. However, funda-
mentally these are still the policy questions asked by the funders of
the programme, appropriate for their position as primary intended
users in a utilisation-focused evaluation. Greene, Millett and Hopson
(2004, p. 101) suggest that these types of questions generate “con-
ventional evaluative knowledge” rather than “authentic knowledge”.
Both kinds of knowledge are deemed valuable in a values-engaged
approach, but in addition to understanding how well participants
respond to a programme, authentic knowledge offers “an under-
standing of how well a program responds to the nitty-gritty realities
of participants’ daily lives” (Greene et al., 2004, p. 101). Evaluation
questions in an educative values-engaged evaluation would also bring
explicit attention to social justice and equity issues.
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Considering these two important focuses for evaluation questions
in an educative values-engaged approach—framing the evaluation to
gain authentic knowledge, and giving explicit attention to social justice
and equity issues—we suggest some questions that could have framed
an educative values-engaged evaluation of My FRIENDS Youth (see
Figure 2). These could be in addition to the evaluation questions
addressed in the existing evaluation, and would be a good starting
point for a discussion with stakeholders to prioritise information needs.

Figure 2: Evaluation questions that might have been generated from an educative values-
engaged perspective

1. How and to what extent do students enhance their skills and
knowledge about resilience because of participation in the pro-
gramme? Are outcomes better for some students than others?

2. In what ways and to what extent does the My FRIENDS
Youth programme meet the needs of young people and their
families in each community?

3. In particular, how well are the needs of Maori and Pasifika
students recognised and met in the design and implementa-
tion of My FRIENDS Youth?

4. In what ways and to what extent does the My FRIENDS
Youth programme meet the needs of teachers?

5. How well prepared and supported are teachers to implement
the My FRIENDS Youth programme with high quality?

6. What are parent and whanau perceptions of My FRIENDS
Youth?

7. Can everyone access the programme?

8. How does the programme respond to the lived experiences of
diverse students? How well does it show up in their lives?

(These questions are informed by those posed in Greene et al., 2006;
Greene, 2005b; Kushner, cited in Hall et al., 2012)
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Methods

The My FRIENDS Youth evaluation used a component mixed
methods design, where “methods remain distinctly identifiable
throughout the study” (Greene, 2007, p. 121). Mixed methods or
multi-methods are increasingly important in educational evaluations.
Given the diversity of evaluation questions, the different contexts and
political agendas and the domain-specific needs of stakeholders, it is
important to utilise the most appropriate approach for the research
imperative (Johnson, 2015), given such evaluations are often under-
taken in authentic real-world settings (Mertens & Tarsilla, 2015).

The aim of the current evaluation was to gain a broad, compre-
hensive understanding of the programme, such that the use of qual-
itative and quantitative methods had a “complementarity purpose”
(Greene, 2007, p. 101). Data comprised Wellbeing@School surveys
(NZCER, n.d.) completed by over 2,000 students before and after
the programme, a post-programme survey of 31 teachers', individual
interviews with 17 school staff, and group interviews involving 160
students at five diverse secondary schools.

The evaluation design foregrounded the collection of data about
students’ experiences of My FRIENDS Youth. More than 2,400 stu-
dents from 22 of the 26 schools? responded to three statements about
My FRIENDS Youth in a post-programme survey:

- I am using strategies that I learnt from the My FRIENDS Youth

programme.
- The My FRIENDS Youth programme was worth doing.

- What I have learnt from the My FRIENDS Youth programme
will be useful for me in the future. (MacDonald et al., 2015)

1 All teachers facilitating the programme were invited to complete a survey.
2 All 26 schools were invited to ask their students to complete surveys. Data were analysed at
the school level and returned to schools.
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Responses to these statements were analysed by gender and
ethnicity. A more in-depth and nuanced student perspective was
gained from the views of 160 students who participated in group
interviews (Bourke & MacDonald, 2016). These interviews covered
topics such as what students thought the programme was trying
to do, what they had learned from it, things they liked best and
least about the programme, and advice to teachers facilitating the
programme.

The evaluation team visited five schools as one case study. Within
an evaluation, especially where there are multiple sites within a single
case, the case boundaries need to be clearly defined (Stake, 1995,
2008). Stake (1995) identifies three kinds of case study: intrinsic,
instrumental and collective. An intrinsic case study is used when the
researcher is interested in understanding a specific case itself, but an
instrumental case study is used when the evaluator is primarily inter-
ested in understanding something more general than the particular
case. In this evaluation we used an instrumental case study as “we
have a research question, a puzzlement, a need for general under-
standing, and feel that we may get insight into the question by study-
ing a particular case” (Stake, 1995, p. 3).

Teachers in the five schools were asked to offer all students the
opportunity to participate in a group interview, but to particularly
consider the inclusion of: students from the main cultural groups at
the school, boys and gitls, students with special educational needs
who could participate, and students who identify as Maori or Pasifika.
Classroom observations were undertaken in three of the schools
where education postgraduate students contributed to fieldwork with
the evaluators. These observations were not originally built into the
design, because of resource constraints, but contributed to the overall
understanding of how the programme was being facilitated by teach-
ers and engaged with by students. Teachers and students were asked
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about parental involvement, but parents were not directly included in
any evaluation activities.

An educative values-engaged evaluation of My FRIENDS Youth
would probably employ many of the methods used in the current
evaluation, using a mixed methods inquiry. Critically, though, the
difference would be in the emphasis. For example, there would have
been increased observations at the classroom and school level, and
interviews with the parents of the students involved. Understanding
context is central to the educative values-engaged approach, so “a val-
ues-engaged approach to evaluation happens close-up, in and around
the setting of the evaluand” (Greene, 2005b, p. 12). To address the
proposed evaluation questions (Figure 2), an educative values-en-
gaged approach would also have given greater weight to what par-
ents valued in relation to their child’s resilience and wellbeing, and

whether the programme was meeting their needs.

Analysis and reporting

Consistent with the component design, in the My FRIENDS Youth
evaluation, data collected from different methods were analysed sep-
arately, and combined during interpretation and conclusion (Greene,
2007, p. 121). The main substantive chapters discussed student
outcomes, teacher experiences, and the degree of fit with the New
Zealand context (MacDonald et al., 2015). The qualitative data from
the five schools were analysed thematically as one case, and integrated
throughout the report. School-level narratives were not analysed or
reported as distinct case studies.

In keeping with the utilisation-focused evaluation approach,
reporting focused on the primary intended users, meeting their
information needs and timeframes. They were the only stakeholders
that commented on the draft report, the structure of which had been
discussed with them in advance. Individual schools were provided
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with their own student data reporting on wellbeing, and a summary
of the full evaluation report was written for a school audience.
Taking an educative values-engaged approach, each school is
likely to be analysed and reported as a case, highlighting contex-
tual factors and diversity of experience. An ethical consideration in
this approach might be that each school is identified, and this would
need to be balanced against the proposed benefits of a school under-
standing their implementation of the programme in more depth. A
characteristic of the approach is “exploration of learning experiences
and outcomes for all individuals served by the program, not relying
on an average or aggregate as adequate representation” (Greene et
al., 20006, p. 69). Consistent with the educative emphasis, these cases
would be discussed and shared with participants in each school con-
text, and allow for an engagement with the evaluation data for their
own reflection and action (Greene, 2005a). This returns to the idea
of the engagement of a wide range of stakeholders throughout the

evaluation, discussed early in this article.

Expanding the evaluation imagination

Alkin and Christie (2005b) note the similarities in approaches pro-
posed by different theorists responding to the same evaluand, but
suggest that “one theorist can generally agree with another’s proce-
dures and actions, but the intentions behind the actions are the basis
for theoretical nuances that make a difference” (p. 118). This arti-
cle has explored both the similarities and theoretical nuances of two
hybrid approaches in relation to evaluation of the My FRIENDS

Youth programme. These are summarised in Figure 3.
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Figure 3: Two theoretical approaches considered in relation to evaluating

My FRIENDS Youth

Theory-based and

Educative

Consistent across

utilisation-focused values-engaged both approaches
Main Use and decision-making Social justice
orientation
Stakeholder  Focusis on primary intended Focus is on inclusion Stakeholder
engagement  users - in this evaluation, the of wide range of engagement critical
funder stakeholders to both approaches
Programme  One version. Some engagement  Potentially multiple Frames the evaluation
theory with stakeholders but focus versions, Diverse in both approaches
likely to be on primary intended  stakeholders included
users understanding of the in development, with a
programme focus on values
Evaluation Questions that support Questions that value Negotiated and
questions information needs of primary diversity, context, and agreed early in the
intended users lived experiences of the  evaluation in both
programme approaches
Methods Focus is on breadth to In-depth site visits to Mixed methods,
understand the programme as see the programme selected for fit
a whole. Depth from qualitative in action in different with evaluand and
data methods to the extent that  contexts. Data evaluation questions
budget allowed collected from diverse in both approaches
stakeholders
Analysisand  Requires overall judgement Analysis and reporting  Integration of mixed
reporting about the programme as a focuses on school- methods data in both

whole to address evaluation
questions. Primary intended
users as first audience for
reporting

level cases. Diverse
stakeholders likely to
contribute to sense-
making and be key
audience for reporting

approaches

All evaluations have their own unique blend of theory and prac-

tice, and require trade-offs between evaluation purpose, stakeholder

needs, degree of certainty required in conclusions, budget, and time
available (Davidson, 2000; Shadish, 1998). However, knowledge of
different evaluation approaches gives evaluators options and alter-

natives, and opens up the conversations with their stakeholders to

determine what approach is most likely to meet the needs of the

funding body, while also contributing to the practices in the field.
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In the evaluation of the My FRIENDS Youth universal school-
based resilience programme, funded as part of a high profile cross-
agency project, the funder’s information needs and evaluation
questions were foregrounded, consistent with their position as pri-
mary intended users in a utilisation-focused evaluation. This meant
that the evaluation could make judgements about the implementa-
tion and short-term outcomes of the programme as a whole, across all
schools. Although the evaluation kept students and teachers in focus
and sought to understand how the programme was implemented in
diverse contexts, it did minimise the possibility of a rich and deep
understanding of the programme implementation in each school
setting. There were also potential ethical dilemmas arising from the
funder but not the participants contributing to decisions about evalu-
ation design. In an international evaluation context, Williams (2016)
draws our attention to evaluators using methodological approaches
that might be “ethical” but run counter to the needs of participants
and have unintended consequences. Williams argues that “often
more attention is paid to logistical or methodological dilemmas, with
ethics taking a back seat in informing decision-making by evalua-
tors” (p. 5306).

An educative values-engaged approach would have focused on
involving a more diverse range of stakeholders throughout the evalu-
ation, and would have foregrounded what teachers, students, parents
and policy makers valued in relation to a resilience and wellbeing
programme. This approach would have highlighted the programme
in action in different contexts, gaining a richer picture of school-level
practice, but could have lost an understanding of the outcomes from
the programme as a whole. In addition, these aspects of an educative
values-engaged approach are potentially time-consuming and expen-
sive, and would have required negotiation and agreement with the
funding body about potential trade-offs.
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One important consideration is therefore whether evaluation
approaches are fit for purpose, given “every theory of practice is likely
to be more effective in some settings than in others” (Donaldson &
Lipsey, 20006, p. 62). It is also conceivable that a hybrid or “eclec-
tic evaluation approach” (Stufflebeam & Shinkfield, 2007, p. 229)
could frame an evaluation, drawing ideas from a diverse range of
approaches. This could be particularly pertinent in a utilisation-fo-
cused evaluation approach, where use by primary intended users is
the main consideration but no other aspects of evaluation practice
are prescribed. As already described, both the evaluation approaches
discussed in this article are already hybrids—the actual evaluation
(theory-based and utilisation-focused) and the educative values-en-
gaged approach (which draws on responsive evaluation, deliberative
democratic evaluation, and evaluation as an educational endeavour).

Knowledge of evaluation approaches gives evaluators more
to draw on in considering what could be included in an eclectic
approach. If we were to re-negotiate the My FRIENDS Youth evalu-
ation and take a different approach, the evaluation team could con-
sider which aspects of the educative values-engaged approach were
viable additions to the evaluation plan. These might include, for
example, explicitly surfacing values in the programme theory devel-
opment, generating a broader range of evaluation questions, and
ensuring that a wider group of stakeholders helped frame the evalu-
ation. Conversations about these aspects with the primary intended
users may have enhanced evaluation practice, while remaining a the-

ory-based utilisation-focused evaluation at its core.

Conclusion
This article set out to consider whether and how an understand-
ing of different evaluation theories or approaches contributes to

evaluation practice. It has discussed one alternative approach to a
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recent evaluation and considered the “theoretical nuances” (Alkin &
Christie, 2005b) in these approaches. By reflecting on these nuances,
we as evaluators can envisage different ways of doing things, can bet-
ter think through the intended and unintended consequences of our
practice, and can view evaluation and evaluands through multiple
lenses. Without evaluation theory, evaluation practice risks being
a “collection of methods and techniques without guiding principles
for their application” (Shadish, 1998, p. 13). These guiding princi-
ples are an important contribution to evaluation practice, ensuring
evaluators do not rely on habitual or intuitive decisions (Schwandz,
2008). In order to open up the “evaluation imagination” (Schwandg,
2008), it is essential that as well as having knowledge of multiple and
diverse evaluation approaches, we reflect on our choice of approach
in practice.

This article began by acknowledging reflective practice as one of
four competency domains for evaluators in Aotearoa New Zealand. A
second competency domain is systematic evaluative inquiry, defined
as “a demonstrated understanding of the knowledge base inform-
ing the discipline and practice of evaluation”, including a range of
evaluation theories, approaches and models (Aotearoa New Zealand
Evaluation Association, 2011, p. 13). By discussing how evaluation
theories and approaches shaped practice in one evaluation, and jux-
taposing a potential alternative, we are both widening our evaluation
imagination and showing two of the four Aotearoa New Zealand

Evaluation Association competencies in action.
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