
This chapter explores how theory-based evaluation can be 
used to help conduct formative, reflective evaluations in 
educational settings. 

Theory-Based Evaluation: Gaining a 
Shared Understanding Between School 
Staff and Evaluators 
Tracy A. Hznebner 

Gaining cooperation from program staff is an ongoing problem for evalua- 
tors. This is true in schools and in a number of other settings. This chapter 
focuses on how theory-based evaluation can help address this problem in 
school evaluations, but its argument applies to a broad array of evaluations. 

Five significant challenges plague school site evaluations. One of the 
barriers is staff's lack of receptivity to an outsider coming in to evaluate their 
programs. There are several reasons for this lack of receptivity. For exam- 
ple, teachers may have had negative experiences with evaluators in the past; 
evaluations may have led to the closing of a program. Or teachers may have 
felt that they were misrepresented in a final analysis. Whatever the reason, 
teachers unwilling to participate in an evaluation make the task difficult. 

- A second challenge for evaluators is that teachers are not trained in 
evaluation. Because they may not see or understand the relevance of this 
work to their own, they may be less than willing to participate in data col- 
lection or other aspects of an evaluation. For example, the teacher at Wood- 
land who told an evaluator to do his job while she did hers did not 
understand her role in the evaluation. This is not unusual. Teachers often 
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their activities. This is not surprising. Not all individuals are predisposed 
to being reflective. The development of a reflective practitioner is a com- 
bination of innate qualities and learned habits (La Boskey, 1994). Teach- 
ers predisposed to reflection are more likely to engage in the process of 
reflecting on their instructional practice and its effects on student learn- 
ing. For others, reflection is something that they feel they do not have the 
time for or that it is an act in which they cannot engage without ample 
coaching. 

Conclusions 
This chapter presents data on only four evaluators engaged in theory- 
based evaluations in educational contexts. Although the initial findings 
of all four evaluators suggest the benefits of using this strategy, a more 
substantive investigation is required. 

When developed and articulated by both the evaluator and the program 
staff, program theory provides an approach for mutual understanding of the 
intentions of the program, and it is a way of laying the groundwork for com- 
prehending why an evaluation is useful and what kind of evaluation design 
is most beneficial. 

Schools seeking to implement evaluations that are helpful to teachers 
in the classroom and schoolwide may choose to implement a theory-based 
evaluation. This model moves beyond the black box and provides informa- 
tion about how and why a program functions rather than judging whether 
or not the program works. 

Evaluators using a theory-based evaluation with school-based programs 
believe that it helps clarify program goals and increase buy-in and partici- 
pation in the actual evaluations. In addition, theory-based evaluation 
encourages teachers to be more reflective in their practice. This occurs 
through the process of collecting data and reflecting on the data, which is a 
way for teachers to evaluate their practice and their students’ learning based 
on their instruction. 

Notes 
1. Information regarding the Accelerated Schools Project can be accessed on line at 

www.stanford.edu/group/aspfiatlcenter.htrnl. For information regarding the Coalition 
of Essential Schools, refer to www.ces.org. 
2. I engaged in personal communication with three of the four evaluation teams, and 

in two instances I spoke with members who participated in the evaluations, such as 
teachers and a school principal. In all cases, I talked with the evaluators about the dif- 
ferences they perceived between using a theory-based model of evaluation and another 
approach. I also talked in depth with the evaluators, teachers, and a principal about the 
challenges and successes of using logic models as a way to interpret and evaluate a 
school-based program. 

3.  The criteria for the definition of theory-based evaluation were determined by Weiss, 
Hacsi, Huebner, Petrosino, and Rogers in 1998 at the Harvard Children’s Initiative. 
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