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IN SEARCH OF EXCELLENCE



WHAT GETS MEASURED GETS 
DONE



NOT EVERYTHING THAT CAN BE 
COUNTED COUNTS,  AND NOT 
EVERYTHING THAT COUNTS CAN BE 
COUNTED 

(Cameron, 1963, p. 13)



HOW < WHAT < WHY



WHY

Patton, 2008, p. 24



WHY

For purposes of: 

• Accountability

• Adaptive management and program improvement

• Learning

• Social betterment, or the common good

• In other words, use



WHY

Accountability is a “slippery rhetorical term” 

containing two distinct, interchangeable 

meanings:

• Technical management processes

• Democratic accountability

(Charlton, 2002, p. 3) 



HOW < WHAT < WHY

//  WHAT

brief 
review of 
the foundations of 
evaluation

//  NOW WHAT:  
TRENDS

systems thinking

global 
challenges

culture & 
equity

decentralizing 
inquiry

developments in 
data & evidence



WHAT



WHAT

The general logic of evaluation

The systematic means for 
arriving at evaluative 
conclusions, the principles that 
support inferences drawn by 
evaluators. 

(Fournier, 1995, p. 1)



WHAT

Making an evaluative judgment involves:

1. Establishing criteria of merit for the 
evaluand (e.g., program, person, etc.)

2. Constructing standards for the criteria

3. Measuring performance of the 
evaluand against the criteria

4. Synthesizing and integrating data into 
a judgment of merit or worth

(Scriven, 1994; Schwandt, 2015)



WHAT

evaluand

research 
• reports
• products
• impacts

extension 
• programs
• impacts

teaching 
• instructor variables
• student competencies
• student outcomes
• student evaluations

holistic / whole unit / university
• criteria for success
• criteria for impact



Question Evidence Claim



TRENDS:  SYSTEMS THINKING



Cornell Office for Research on Evaluation (CORE)

Pathway Models



(Harris, 1977, used with permission)



Looks complex? Programs 
are complex! We should 
reflect this complexity in our 
models, and consider it in 
planning and M&E work!

Pathway Models



TRENDS:  SYSTEMS THINKING

• Translational research evaluation 



TRENDS:  SYSTEMS THINKING
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Overall	rating	 	 	 	 	 	

Content	and	design	 	 	 	 	 	

Programme	delivery	–	systems	and	
approaches	

	 	 	 	 	

Programme	delivery	–	human	resources	 	 	 	 	 	

Programme	delivery	–	finances	and	
sustainability	

	 	 	 	 	

Programme	delivery	–	relationships	 	 	 	 	 	

	

• Translational research evaluation 
• Multi-trait, multi-method matrices
• Rubrics (McKegg, 2013)



TRENDS:  SYSTEMS THINKING



• The LearnAdapt collaboration

• The Global Learning for Adaptive Management (GLAM) 

initiative

• The ‘Doing Development Differently manifesto’ 

ACROSS THE #AdaptDev COMMUNITY

22



• Organizational culture of openness, relationships, and 

continuous learning and improvement

• Processes for decision-making and knowledge management

• Resources for adaptation, including time, money, and 

people/expertise; skills in: 

o Curiosity

o Communication and listening skills

o Critical thinking (and evaluative thinking)

o Comfort with uncertainty and change

PRINCIPLES FOR EVALUATION IN #AdaptDev
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• Use complexity-aware approaches for evaluation like: 

o Outcome Harvesting

o Most significant change

o SenseMaker

o Ripple Effect Mapping

o Developmental evaluation

PRINCIPLES FOR EVALUATION IN #AdaptDev
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• Focus on learning, not just accountability

• Accountability in a participatory, democratizing way

• Attention to voice, power, and ownership

• Agility and readiness to learn from safe to fail experiments

• Evaluative thinking as a way of doing business

PRINCIPLES FOR EVALUATION IN #AdaptDev
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TRENDS:  DECENTRALIZING INQUIRY



(Patton, 2008)



Evaluation is an activity. Evaluative thinking 

is a way of doing business. This distinction 

is critical. It derives from studies of 

evaluation use. Evaluation is more useful—

and actually used—when the program and 

organizational culture manifests evaluative 

thinking.

- Michael Quinn Patton



 Evaluative thinking is critical thinking 
applied in the context of evaluation and 
program management, motivated by an 
attitude of inquisitiveness and a belief in 
the value of evidence, that involves:

 identifying assumptions, 

 posing thoughtful questions, 

 pursuing deeper understanding through 
reflection and multiple perspective taking, and

 making informed decisions in preparation for 
action.

(Buckley, Archibald, Hargraves, & Trochim, 2015)



WHAT DOES EVALUATIVE THINKING SOUND AND 
LOOK LIKE IN CONTEXT?

Things you may hear:
• Why are we assuming X?
• How do we know X?
• What evidence do we have for X?
• What is the thinking behind the way 

we do X?
• How could we do X better?
• Stakeholder X’s perspective on this 

might be Y!
• How might we be wrong?

Things you may see:

• More evidence gathering and sharing

• More feedback (all directions)

• Reflective conversations among staff, 
beneficiaries, leadership, etc.

• More illustrating thinking

• Evolution in the way you do things

• Work is more effective and efficient





TRENDS:  GLOBAL CHALLENGES











TRENDS:  CULTURE & EQUITY



TRENDS:  CULTURE & EQUITY



TRENDS:  CULTURE & EQUITY



TRENDS:  DEVELOPMENTS IN DATA & EVIDENCE



0
1

A L I T T L E  

B L U R B  O F  I N F O  

C A N S I T  I N  T H I S  

S PA C E .

 Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, 

sed diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut laoreet

 Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, 

sed diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut laoreet

 Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer adipiscing elit, 

sed diam nonummy nibh euismod tincidunt ut laoreet

WHAT COUNTS AS 
CREDIBLE EVIDENCE





“Under the banner of the new experimentalism, 
systematic searches for hard-headed evidence 
about the effects of policy and programmes are 
highly prized. The ‘randomistas’ lay claim to 
scientific validity through evaluation processes 
that award a privileged status to randomized 
field experiments or quasi-experimental methods 
that approximate the randomization ‘gold 
standard.’” (Picciotto, 2014, p. 32)





 Part of ‘an evidence-based global society’ (Donaldson, 
2009, p. 4) in the era of accountability.

 ‘One of the most important and contentious issues 
challenging applied research and evaluation practice 
today’ (Donaldson, Christie & Mark, 2009, p. vii). 

 The RCT has ‘essentially zero practical application to 
the field of human affairs’ (Scriven, 2008, p. 12). 

 ‘This issue is not a mere academic dispute, and 
should be treated as one involving the welfare of very 
many people, not just the egos of a few’ (Scriven, 
2008, p. 24).



46

Smith, G. C., & Pell, J. P. (2003). Parachute 
use to prevent death and major trauma 
related to gravitational challenge: 
Systematic review of randomised
controlled trials. BMJ: British Medical 
Journal, 327(7429), 1459.

WHAT COUNTS AS 
CREDIBLE EVIDENCE



 “The idea that dominates most thinking about 
knowledge for the professions is that practice is the 
site where this theoretical knowledge is applied to 
solutions to problems of instrumental choice … a 
matter of applying a toolkit or following a pre-approved 
set of procedures or practices” (Schwandt, 2015, p. 
32)

 However, due to the messiness of “wicked problems,” 
practitioners more often engage in “reflection-in-action, 
a kind of ongoing experimentation, as a means to 
finding a viable solution to such problems” leading to 
“a particular kind of craft knowledge (or the wisdom of 
practice)” (Schwandt, 2015, p. 32)



 Technical rationality: a positivist epistemology of 
professional knowledge and practice in which 
“professional activity consists of instrumental problem 
solving made rigorous by the application of scientific 
theory and technique” (Schön, 1983, p. 21). 

 The dominant epistemology of practice, “the view of 
professional knowledge which has most powerfully 
shaped both our thinking about the professions and the 
institutional relations of research, education, and 
practice” (Schön, 1983, p. 21).



“This aim reflects my longstanding concern 
that training in technique in evaluation 
must be wedded to education in both the 
disposition and the capacity to engage in 
moral, ethical, and political reflection on 
the aim of one’s professional undertaking” 
(Schwandt, 2015, p. 9).

“[Evaluators] recognise patterns, perceive 
and frame situations, draw on intuition, 
deliberate on available courses of action, 
empathise, balance conflicting aims, 
improvise, make judgments and act in 
ways appropriate to the time and 
circumstances” (House, 2015)



‘Extension workers need to have faith in 

spiritual values and to recognize the human 

relationships that contribute to what the ancient 

Greeks called “the good life.” They should 

believe that in the kind of homes, farms, and 

industries which are the goals of Extension 

service “man [sic] cannot live by bread alone;” 

that it is not enough for people to have food, 

shelter, and clothing—that they aspire also to 

find appreciation, respect for individuality and 

human dignity, affection, ideals, and 

opportunities. These are the satisfactions that 

belong to democratic living.’ 

(Smith, 1949/2013, p. 544)



TRENDS:  DEVELOPMENTS IN DATA & EVIDENCE

 Big data

 Machine learning and artificial intelligence

 Data ethics (e.g., who owns student data?)

 The role of values and valuing



SOME EXAMPLES



SOME EXAMPLES



SOME EXAMPLES 

What is the counterfactual?

• Would the agricultural industry exist without it?

• Would our institutions in rural and urban areas be 

as strong without it?

• Would the population of rural areas be as high 

without it? 



SOME EXAMPLES 

What is the counterfactual?

• Would the agricultural industry exist without it?

• Would our institutions in rural and urban areas be 

as strong without it?

• Would the population of rural areas be as high 

without it? 



Impact Types 

(within model) 

• Higher returns and 

profits

• Money in the pocket 

of Virginians

• Virginia Jobs

• Knowledgeable, 

healthy citizens







SOME EXAMPLES 

Whole story?

• Benefits beyond the I-O economic model

• Tacit assumptions about the land-grant and 

Extension 

• Role of values and valuing
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