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ABSTRACT
In an era of greater accountability and fiscal responsibility in higher education,
there has been an urgent need for student affairs divisions to evaluate programs and to
use findings to inform policy and practice. The purpose of this study was to understand
how student affairs professionals conceptualize both the role and practice of evaluation in
their work, and the extent to which internal evaluation might be useful as a method of
systematic inquiry for program and organizational improvement. This study used the
emergent design principles of grounded theory to elucidate how staff and administrators
at Queen’s University have applied evaluation practices to understand the programs that
support the co-curricular learning and development of post-secondary students.
The findings revealed the experiences and perceptions of eight participants from
stakeholder groups at various levels of the organizational structure, including those who
had direct responsibility for a program and those who had decision-making authority.
Participants were under increasing pressure to demonstrate program effectiveness and
outcomes. This new requirement for evidence-informed decision-making and continuous
improvement provided a strong basis for internal evaluation. Although the participants
were starting to measure the quality and impact of programs using performance metrics,
they alluded to a movement towards developing a systematic approach to inquiry;
establishing the purposes of evaluative inquiry; utilizing, applying, and disseminating
findings; and overcoming challenges. This study offers insight into how student affairs
divisions can bring evaluative thinking from internal resources and have these resources
strategically focused on organizational learning and development. Future research should
investigate the ethical complexities of an embedded internal evaluation function.
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION

Higher education is in the midst of a major transformation. Increasingly diverse
student populations, shifting demographics and attitudes, global competition,
technological changes, and the rise of a knowledge-based economy – all in the context of
an uncertain financial landscape – are among the many factors challenging postsecondary institutions today (Desrochers, 2006). As a result, there has been an urgent
need to re-emphasize student learning and development as the primary goals of
undergraduate education (American College Personnel Association [ACPA], 2006). The
key to refocusing these priorities is to: (1) promote a holistic student experience that
motivates and inspires students to devote time and energy into educationally purposeful
activities both inside and outside the classroom; (2) better define the learning outcomes
associated with these activities and develop appropriate methodological approaches to
assess them; and (3) evaluate the effectiveness of the various educational programs and
services that facilitate this complex process of learning and development (ACPA, 1996;
Upcraft & Schuh, 1996).
Given a growing focus on evidence-based policies, organizational accountability,
and program improvement, evaluation has become an important method of making
decisions about programs and policies in post-secondary education, particularly their
effectiveness and efficiency (Patton, 2012). According to the Encyclopedia of Evaluation,
evaluation is a systematic process of applied inquiry that involves collecting and
synthesizing evidence; this process culminates in conclusions about the value, merit,
worth, significance, or quality of a program or policy (Fournier, 2005; Scriven, 1991).
Organizational decision-makers and stakeholders often want to ensure that programs are
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accomplishing their intended purpose, in accordance with expectations and mandates.
Evaluations not only describe and assess intended goals and objectives (e.g., how a
program has achieved its objectives, how well it has used its resources, what has been the
impact), but also unintended consequences (Kirkhart, 2000; Morrell, 2010). The
implications of the findings are then discussed to inform future action and
recommendations. Indeed, the overall goal of evaluation is to help stakeholders become
aware of a particular problem and to generate knowledge that can be used to strengthen
policies and programs (Patton, 2012).

Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of the current study is to understand how student affairs
professionals conceptualize both the role and practice of evaluation in their work, and the
extent to which internal evaluation might be useful as a method of systematic inquiry for
program and organizational improvement. The study uses a descriptive exploratory
approach in an attempt to explain how student affairs staff and administrators in one
Canadian post-secondary institution, Queen’s University, conceptualize and apply
internal evaluation practices to understand the educational programs and services that
support co-curricular learning and development. More specifically, the proposed study
aims to understand the processes by which information needs are determined, the
strategies that are used to evaluate programs and services, and the role of situational
context and climate in enhancing the utility and application of evaluation findings.
Additionally, as a manager in the student affairs division at Queen’s, I am uniquely
situated with the organization to explore the merits of an “embedded” approach.
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The research is guided by the following four research questions:
1. What is the situational context or climate for evaluation efforts in student
affairs for this post-secondary institution?
2. What are the experiences and current strategies of this institution’s student
affairs staff and administrators in using evaluative inquiry to understand cocurricular programs and services?
3. What are these professionals’ perceptions about the strengths and limitations
of an “embedded” evaluative inquiry approach to learning about their
programs?
4. How, if at all, might the frameworks and practices of internal evaluation serve
the decision-making needs of student affairs administrators?

Significance of the Study
The urgent need to evaluate programs and services seems to be a pervasive issue
in higher education, particularly in student affairs administration (Schuh, 2011). Student
affairs divisions consist of various departments that offer educational programs, services,
and support for students at post-secondary institutions with the aim of enriching the
student experience, enhancing student learning, and facilitating student academic success.
Functional areas within the student affairs division may include athletics and recreation,
recruitment and admissions, career and academic advising, service learning programs,
health and counselling services, residence life, off-campus housing, food services,
enrolment management, disability support, financial aid, international student services,
new student orientation and transition programs, and co-curricular engagement activities.
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Co-curricular activities refer to out-of-classroom learning experiences that complement
what students are learning in an academic context. In an era of greater competition for
resources, all levels of an institution, including student affairs divisions, are being asked
to demonstrate how co-curricular programs support student learning and development
within the framework of the academic mission and mandate. Consequently, conducting
more formal high-quality program evaluations and then using the findings to influence
policy and practice may bode well for the future of the student affairs profession.
However, evaluation is often problematic for program staff. Given resource
constraints, coupled with emerging demands for evidence-informed decision-making,
program or project administrators usually assume the responsibility for evaluation, even
though they may not have the time or expertise to conduct it. These administrators tend to
equate evaluation efforts with program monitoring (i.e., checking to see if the program
has completed the proposed activities within allocated time and budget constraints). Use
of external evaluators or consultants is generally beyond consideration due to resource
limitations. As a result, many student affairs professionals have been stalled in their
efforts to develop and operationalize an effective evaluation strategy. Moreover, it
appears that few empirical research studies have investigated the role of an internal
evaluation function, specifically in a post-secondary context.

The Emergence of Internal Evaluation Practices
The amount of evaluation done internally has increased over the past 50 years,
due in part to the perceived importance of program evaluation. In the 1960s, a decade
characterized by a rich intellectual development of evaluation theory and practice,
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evaluation was a primary means for determining the value and quality of public-sector
programs (House, 1986). However, it was the social and fiscal conservatism of the 1980s
that set the tone for current research on internal evaluation. In the 1990s – a time of
shrinking resources – the focus of evaluations shifted from program quality to costeffectiveness; evaluative inquiry was used to determine the effectiveness and efficiency
of public-sector programs, especially social welfare initiatives (Mathison, 1991b).
Subsequent studies led to the notion that internal evaluation should serve the interests of
organizational policymakers and managers. As Love (1983) affirmed, the “hallmark of
internal evaluation is the systematic use of evaluative information for decision making”
(p. 12).
According to Love (1991), internal evaluation is the appraisal process performed
by the institution or individuals responsible for the program or activities being evaluated.
Internal evaluators are distinct from external consultants, academic researchers, and
funding agency administrators in that (a) they are directly supervised by, and report to,
individuals who are part of the internal management of the organization, and (b) they
have ongoing responsibility for evaluation. Thus the primary responsibility for internal
evaluation lies within the organization itself (Mathison, 2005). Internal evaluators support
the organizational and program management decision-making process, through serving
the “dual purpose of providing information and influencing behaviour” (Love, 1983, p.
8). Moreover, internal evaluation aims to measure and benchmark the quality of programs
and services, strengthen governance, promote strategic planning and risk management,
measure performance, and maintain accountability (Volkov, 2011). According to
Sonnichsen (2000b), the ultimate objective of internal evaluation is to build evaluation

6
capacity to a level “where evaluation is perceived as an indispensable component in the
structural, administrative and operational configuration of the organization” (p. 18).

Overview of Thesis Structure
The following thesis consists of six chapters. Chapter 1 introduced the rationale,
purpose, and research questions of the current study. In addition, I explained the
emergence of internal evaluation practices and defined internal evaluation.
Chapter 2 provides an overview of the relevant literature related to the use of
evaluative inquiry in higher education and student affairs administration. The chapter
begins by describing the current approach to the evaluation of co-curricular programs and
services in student affairs divisions, and then explores the purposes and goals of
evaluative inquiry, including the role of program evaluation in improving student
learning and enhancing institutional effectiveness. The chapter continues by outlining the
literature on the utilization, application, and dissemination of evaluation findings, as well
as the benefits and limitations of internal evaluation. Finally, the chapter concludes by
exploring the use of an “embedded” internal evaluation model.
Chapter 3 consists of an in-depth discussion of the methods, in which I explain
the choices I made with respect to data collection and analysis, participant recruitment
and selection, and the important measures taken throughout this study to ensure the rigour
of the research and trustworthiness of the findings.
The findings of my research are reported in two separate chapters: Chapters 4 and
5 introduce the four staff members who have direct responsibility for a program (DR
group) and the four administrators who have decision-making authority (DMA group),
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respectively. I compare and contrast the experiences and perceptions of the participants,
with particular attention to the use of internal evaluation in their professional roles within
the framework of the four themes identified: (a) developing a systematic approach to
inquiry; (b) establishing the purposes and goals of evaluative inquiry; (c) utilizing,
applying, and disseminating findings; and (d) overcoming challenges.
In the last chapter, I address the research questions and connect the findings to the
current literature on internal evaluation in an effort to move towards a theory of internal
evaluation. I then discuss the limitations and implications for future research, as well as
implications for practice. I conclude with thoughts on the promise of internal evaluation
as a method of systematic inquiry for program and organizational improvement.
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CHAPTER 2 – OVERVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE

The evaluation of student affairs programs and services has long been considered
to be an important objective in university strategic planning. As early as 1937, a
professional report, The Student Personnel Point of View (SPPV), called for “studies
designed to evaluate and improve … [the] functions and services” (American Council on
Education [ACE], 1937, p. 5) of the student affairs division. The 1949 revision of the
SPPV reiterated the importance of including “a continuing program of evaluation of
student personnel services and of the educational program to ensure the achievement by
students of the objectives for which this program is designed” (ACE, 1949, p. 8). In
response to this challenge, Wrenn (1951) proposed a guide for evaluating the
effectiveness of student affairs programs. These fundamental documents became an
operational philosophy for the profession and pointed toward an intentional connection
between understanding and improving practice. This seminal work clearly mandated that
institutions, particularly through student affairs divisions, have responsibility for
systematic, ongoing research and program evaluation.
The terms evaluation and research have sometimes been used interchangeably. In
fact, the question about differences between evaluation and research has sustained the
interest of scholars for decades (American Evaluation Association [AEA], 2003;
Coffman, 2003/2004; Scriven, 1991). Evaluation professionals and researchers have
endeavoured to clarify what is distinct about evaluation, since evaluation, as a profession,
draws on other disciplines for its foundations, particularly the social sciences for its
methods (Mathison, 2007). Although there are some arguments that the lines separating
evaluation and research – especially applied social science research through the lens of
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pragmatism – are blurred, in general, evaluators claim that there is a difference between
evaluation and research, but that the two are interconnected. Evaluation has been
considered to be distinct from research in that it emphasizes value, merit, worth, and
significance for the purpose of decision-making (Scriven, 1991). Research, by contrast,
investigates factual knowledge, but may not necessarily integrate it with established
standards or values to reach evaluative conclusions (Coffman, 2003/2004). Instead,
research aims to contribute to existing knowledge, generate new knowledge, or apply
knowledge to a specific problem through extensive disciplined inquiry. In an
environment of declining resources, the combination of mandates for accountability and
the need for continuous improvement provide a strong basis for pursuing evaluative
inquiry to inform program planning and decision-making. However, few students affairs
divisions have considered evaluative inquiry to be a vital and ongoing part of their
operations (Williamson & Biggs, 1975).

Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
Evaluations have tended to be either haphazard or to lack a systematic and
comprehensive approach (Barham & Scott, 2006). However, student affairs divisions can
no longer ignore the necessity to assess student outcomes, and evaluate programs and
services (Upcraft & Schuh, 1996): “Without [evaluation], student affairs is left only to
logic, intuition, moral imperatives, goodwill, or serendipity in justifying its existence”
(Upcraft & Schuh, 1996, p. 11). Evaluation efforts are a means by which student affairs
divisions can demonstrate these programs’ importance and worth: a means for measuring
the quality of programs and services, and for measuring student learning and
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development (Schuh, Upcraft, & Associates, 2001). Indeed, a strong assessment and
evaluation plan should help practitioners to demonstrate growth in student learning and
values over time (Huba & Freed, 2000).
Despite these calls for reform, very limited research has been conducted in the
area of evaluation within higher education and student affairs administration.
Assessment, however, is not a new concept in the profession (Erwin, 1991; Green, Jones,
& Aloi, 2008; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2005; Shutt, Garrett, Lynch, &
Dean, 2012). Whereas evaluation serves to facilitate a program’s development,
implementation, or improvement by examining its processes and/or outcomes, the
purpose of assessment is to determine an individual’s or group’s performance or learning
by measuring knowledge, skills, or attitudes (Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). Doyle (2004)
surveyed chief student affairs officers across various institutions in the US and
discovered that assessment was one of the least well-practiced actions of student affairs
divisions. Although student affairs professionals are successful in building relationships
with students that enhance learning, there is a need to devote greater efforts to improving
management practices, such as using systematic inquiry (Doyle, 2004). This finding is
consistent with Upcraft and Schuh’s (1996) assertion that “among many staff in student
affairs, assessment is an unknown quantity at best, or, at the worst, it is misunderstood
and misused” (p. 4). In student affairs, assessment findings have sometimes been used
incorrectly to make judgments about the value, merit, worth, significance, or quality of
programs and services (Scott, 1996). Generally, student affairs administrators have based
their assessments upon benchmarks and student satisfaction, attempting to determine how
many students participated in their programs and services, and to what extent these
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students reported satisfaction (Bresciani, Zelna, & Anderson, 2004). Doyle (2004) argues
that student affairs divisions need to improve their management practices in the form of
systematic evaluation, collaborative work, and effective use of resources.
The student affairs profession is one that consists of complex responsibilities and
constant change. The nature of the work is multifaceted and continuously evolving in
response to changing student populations and demographics, budgets, technological
developments, expectations, and roles. Given these complexities, it is intriguing that
strategies for pursuing systematic evaluative inquiry have not been more fully developed
and researched. Program evaluations in student affairs have begun to emerge, but
continue to focus primarily on outcomes. Recently, Goff (2011) pursued the evaluation of
a peer-mentoring program for students transitioning to post-secondary education using an
objectives-oriented approach (Boulmetis & Dutwin, 2005). This goal-based model
requires first the identification of the purpose or goal of some activity or program and
then a focus on the extent to which those purposes or goals are achieved (Fitzpatrick,
Sanders, & Worthen, 2011). Goff (2011) found that a peer-mentoring program at a midsized university in Ontario was effective in meeting its objective of having a positive
impact on academic achievement. However, there was not any evidence to support that
the program had an effect on facilitating a successful transition or selecting an
appropriate program of study.

Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
According to Patton (2012), there are six main purposes that constitute distinct
evaluation goals and uses. Evaluations can, for example, identify general patterns of
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effectiveness (knowledge-gathering); involve adapting the program model to changed
circumstances and emergent conditions (developmental); focus on data for program
management, such as performance indicators (monitoring); assess the extent to which a
program uses funds appropriately, follows mandated process and regulations, and meets
contract obligations (accountability); judge the overall effectiveness of a program
(summative or judgment-oriented); or focus on ways of improving or enhancing
programs (formative or improvement-oriented).
In higher education, the concepts of formative and summative evaluation are
especially important (Murray, 1984). Formative evaluation has a focus on improving and
enhancing programs rather than rendering a definitive judgment about effectiveness
(Scriven, 1967). This improvement-oriented approach aims to gather data about the
strengths and weaknesses of a programmatic intervention in an effort to make it better.
Formative evaluation usually involves collecting data for a specific period of time to
improve program implementation, solve unanticipated problems, and make sure that
participants are progressing toward the desired learning outcomes. Sometimes, the
purpose of a formative evaluation is to prepare for a summative, or judgment-oriented,
evaluation that examines the overall effectiveness of a program and is particularly
important in making decisions about continuing or terminating a program or service
(Patton, 2012). These judgments are often used to inform decisions, such as whether to
continue a program, expand it, or change it in some major way.
The Context, Input, Process, and Product (CIPP) Evaluation Model was originally
developed to provide administrators with timely information in a systematic way for the
purpose of decision-making (Stufflebeam, 1971). This decision-oriented model has
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become a framework for guiding formative and summative evaluations of programs and
services, with an aim of facilitating educational improvement using a proactive approach
(Mertens & Wilson, 2012; Stufflebeam, 2003). The CIPP model is designed to assist
administrators in making informed decisions; it seems to be a popular approach in
educational settings (Fitzpatrick, Sanders, & Worthen, 2011; Zhang et al., 2011). All four
components of the CIPP model – a program’s context, inputs, processes, and products –
play important and necessary roles in the planning, implementation, and evaluation of a
program, and strive to answer the following questions: “What should we do? How
should we do it? Are we doing it correctly? Did it work?” (Stufflebeam, 1971, p. 6).
The CIPP model was designed for use in evaluations led by an organization’s
evaluators; alternatively, it can be used for self-evaluations conducted by project teams or
individual service providers (Stufflebeam, 2003). Since it offers a comprehensive and
adaptable framework, the model is well-suited to evaluate emergent programs and
services in a dynamic social context (Alkin, 2004). Furthermore, the model was created
to provide guidance to evaluators and stakeholders in posing relevant questions and
conducting systematic inquiry at various stages of a program: at the beginning (context
and input evaluation), while in progress (input and process evaluation), and once it has
concluded (product evaluation). The most fundamental tenet of the CIPP model is “not to
prove, but to improve” (Stufflebeam & Shrinkfield, 2007, p. 331). Consistent with this
focus on program improvement, the model aims to provide the various stakeholders with
timely information that can be used in development efforts. In addition, the CIPP model
offers an opportunity to conduct retrospective, summative evaluations to make judgments
of value, merit, worth, and significance (Stufflebeam, 2003).
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Improvement-focused evaluative inquiry is needed to enhance student learning
and development. The student affairs profession has been greatly influenced by the
movement of student development, which is defined as “the ways that a student grows,
progresses, or increases his or her developmental capabilities as a result of enrolment in
an institution of higher education” (Rodgers, 1990, p. 27). Traditional student
development theories are categorized into four different models or schools of thought:
cognitive-structural theories describe how individuals view the world or make sense of
their experiences (Kegan, 1982; Kohlberg, 1976); psychosocial theories, including
identity development theories, describe how individuals relate to themselves and others
(Chickering & Reisser, 1993); typological theories examine individual differences in how
people view and relate to the world (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010); and
ecological theories, also referred to as person-environment interactional theories, describe
how the environment influences behaviour (Komives, Woodard, & Associates, 2003;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Contemporary theories consider student development as a
holistic and multifaceted process that incorporates both academic and co-curricular
learning: “Academic learning and personal development are intertwined, reciprocal
processes that [can] just be called learning, and indeed, that learning is inherently
developmental and personal” (ACPA & National Association of Student Personnel
Administrators [NASPA], 2006, p. 18).
As a result of this renewed focus on student learning and development, there has
been a new requirement to identify and assess the learning outcomes of educational
interventions (Hardy Cox & Strange, 2010): “The need to identify the goals and effects of
a college education has produced demands for, and commitments to, specific learning
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outcomes” (ACPA & NASPA, 2004, p. 3). Researchers have since endeavoured to
clearly articulate the skills and competencies of the broader learning environment, to
describe the context within which these can be acquired and demonstrated, and to identify
the process through which students can gain these skills and competencies (Baxter
Magolda, 1999; Kuh, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). With a better understanding
of the complex and integrated process of student learning, student affairs staff and
administrators can begin to assess student learning outcomes, thereby enhancing the
quality of the co-curricular learning environment.
Program-level learning outcomes have been used increasingly in internally
focused processes to enhance institutional effectiveness and the quality of the educational
experience. Over the past several decades, quality assurance processes in higher
education have been steadily gaining in importance in Canada. In 2010, the Ontario
government established the Ontario Universities Council on Quality Assurance and a new
quality assurance protocol, the Quality Assurance Framework. With the implementation
of this new framework, publicly assisted universities in Ontario, including student affairs
divisions, have been placed at the forefront of quality assurance (Nicholson, 2011). These
calls for greater accountability and output measures have contributed to the increased
focus on outcomes-based education, an approach in which program decisions are “driven
by the outcomes students should display at the end of a program” (Harden, 1999, p. 8).
Program-level learning outcomes, such as Ontario’s Degree Level Expectations, for
example, can be used in internally focused processes, such as program reviews, student
assessments, and evaluation efforts (Jackson, 2002). The assessment of student learning
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outcomes is a key strategy in the shift from an accountability-driven model of quality
assurance to one that focuses primarily on enhancing student learning (Tagg, 2010).
These days, program evaluators in higher education are required not only to adopt
an objectives-oriented approach that focuses on accountability for achieving intended
results and determining impact but, furthermore, to embrace a learning orientation that
emphasizes program improvement and development (Grayson, 2011). Typical evaluation
questions might include: What is working well in the program, and how might it be
improved? What difference does the program make, for whom, and under what
circumstances? Is the program a justifiable expense? Does the program contribute to
achieving the core mission of the institution? What is being developed in the program,
and what are its merits? These questions require evaluators to “think and work in ways
that necessitate understanding institutional and departmental missions and goals,
identifying program stakeholders and engaging them in exploring and articulating a
program’s rationale and theory, and specifying stakeholder evaluative-information needs”
(Grayson, 2011, p. 459). Consulting and collaborating with the key program stakeholders
in an evaluative inquiry enhances the utility and application of findings, which is the
main principle of a utilization-focused evaluation (Patton, 2012).

Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
Utilization-focused evaluation (UFE) is a decision-making framework for
enhancing the utility and actual use of evaluations. One of the central tenets of UFE is
that an evaluation should be judged on its usefulness to its intended users, which Patton
(2012) describes as “intended uses by intended users” (p. 4). Therefore, evaluations
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should be planned and conducted in ways that enhance the likely utilization of the
findings to inform decisions and improve performance. To determine the primary
intended uses of an evaluation, intended users need to be identified and remain actively
engaged throughout the evaluation process. Primary intended users are those particular
individuals or groups who are affected by the outcome of an evaluation, in a position to
make decisions about evaluation design and methods, and committed to using the
evaluation process or findings to inform their decisions or actions (Patton, 2012). Primary
intended users should represent key and diverse stakeholder constituencies and have
responsibility for transmitting evaluation findings to those constituencies for use:
Intended users are more likely to use evaluations if they understand and feel
ownership of the evaluation process and findings ... By actively involving primary
intended users, the evaluator is training users in use, preparing the groundwork for
use, and reinforcing the intended utility of the evaluation every step of the way.
(Patton, 2012, p. 6)
Utilization-focused evaluation therefore offers both a philosophy of evaluation practice,
as well as a practical framework for designing and conducting evaluations.
Furthermore, evaluators are guided and informed by program evaluation standards
to help them recognize and improve evaluation quality (Yarbrough, Shulha, Hopson, &
Caruthers, 2011). Specifically, evaluators need to ensure that program stakeholders find
evaluation processes and products valuable in meeting their unique, context-specific
needs (utility); that evaluations occur with an adequate degree of effectiveness and
efficiency (feasibility); that considerations are given to what is proper, fair, legal, right,
acceptable, and just (propriety); that evaluation representations, propositions, and
findings are truthful (accuracy); and that resources are used responsibly (evaluation
accountability). These standards of practice can be applied to improve quality and
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accountability during all phases of an evaluation. Indeed, evaluators have an obligation to
apply these standards because they are responsible for so many features of evaluation
quality. A successful evaluation is one that is useful, practical, ethical, accurate, and
accountable (Patton, 2012).
In addition to having both evaluation standards (Yarbrough et al., 2011) and
principles (AEA, 2004) to inform practice, a distinguishing feature of evaluation is that it
has a particular logic that guides the evaluation process. This logic consists of specific
reasoning principles – all of which are pragmatic in nature – that support decisions
related to determining the process (e.g., theory of change) and impact of a program.
Evaluation logic is firmly established and generally involves defining criteria,
constructing standards, measuring performance and comparing it with the standards,
synthesizing and integrating evidence into a judgment of worth, and making
recommendations for program improvement (Scriven, 1995). Following the logic of
evaluation can help evaluators and program staff to understand the steps that lead to an
evaluative judgment about the qualities of a program, service, or policy.
Given that every evaluation situation is unique, a successful evaluation emerges
from the special characteristics and conditions of a particular context:
The standards and principles of evaluation provide overall direction, a foundation
of ethical guidance, and a commitment to professional competence and integrity,
but there are no absolute rules an evaluator can follow to know exactly what to do
with specific users in a particular situation. (Patton, 2012, p. 88)
Consequently, it is important for evaluators to have a strong understanding of the
environment. Ongoing situation analysis ensures that the evaluator comprehends the
program, appreciates stakeholders’ interests and potential areas of conflict, understands
the organization’s prior history and experiences with evaluation, and makes explicit the
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decision context that will affect use (Patton, 2012). From this basic situation analysis, it is
possible to then move into a deeper comprehension of stakeholders’ interests, as well as
the context surrounding evaluation use, by identifying and examining factors that may
contribute to use and those that may be barriers.
For any program evaluation, there are multiple possible stakeholder groups,
including those who have decision-making authority, such as funders, policymakers, and
advisory boards; those who have direct responsibility for a program or service, such as
program developers, administrators in the organization implementing the program,
program managers, and frontline direct service staff; as well as those who are intended
beneficiaries, such as clients and program participants (Greene, 2006). Evaluations are
often user-focused; primary intended users establish the priority and enabling questions,
and make decisions about evaluation design and methods in consultation with the
evaluator. Consequently, evaluators organize and present data for interpretation and use
by primary intended users (Patton, 2012). In addition, significant evaluation findings are
disseminated to various key stakeholder groups to expand influence for the purpose of
promoting utilization. Indeed, evaluators hope – and to a certain extent, expect – that
their findings will be integrated into decision-making related to program priorities,
design, and improvement (Torres, Preskill, & Piontek, 2005). To increase the likelihood
of use, it is important to engage primary intended users at all stages of an evaluation to
ensure that findings will meet their particular needs and expectations. The information
needs and expectations of stakeholders, including funders, will vary depending on the
context.
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As the current political and funding environment continues to stress the
importance of accountability and performance measurement, public and nonprofit
organizations, including post-secondary institutions, are under increasing pressure to
demonstrate program effectiveness and outcomes (Mott, 2006; Plantz, Greenway, &
Hendricks, 1997). Student affairs divisions need to respond to these internal and external
pressures for accountability by providing credible evidence that funding for co-curricular
programs is essential (Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). Those individuals with overall budget
responsibility typically require written reports on an annual basis that include
descriptions about program activities and expenses, the number of people served, and the
number and types of programs and services provided, as well as narrative or anecdotal
information about the experiences of program participants (Braverman, Constantine, &
Slater, 2004). This focus on describing and reporting on program operations is an
important part of performance-based accountability because it provides evidence that a
program is being implemented as planned (Conner, Kuo, Melton, & Millett, 2004;
Werner, 2004). Logic models can be used to articulate the theory behind a program and
describe how the program works, specifying the key components, including the
“resources [or inputs], activities, outputs, as well as short-, intermediate-, and longer-term
outcomes” (McLaughlin & Jordan, 2004, p. 8). By reporting on these performance
indicators, it is possible to demonstrate that the programs and services have a capacity to
deliver meaningful outcomes.
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Overcoming Challenges
Given the urgent need to demonstrate and report on program effectiveness and
outcomes, it is surprising that the choice between internal and external evaluators has not
been the focus of much critical debate. Organizations wishing to evaluate their programs
are commonly faced with a choice between having the evaluation be conducted by staff
members (internal evaluators) or non-staff members (external evaluators). This decision
is often assumed either one way or the other without much discussion about the various
issues involved (Conley-Tyler, 2005). In fact, evaluations can be conducted by a range of
different stakeholders, including external consultants, internal staff, those directly
involved in implementing programs and delivering services, peers, community members,
or a combined group. Therefore, it is crucial to be intentional when deciding who is best
to conduct an evaluation.
There seem to be two different views of evaluation in the literature. The
management literature, aimed at organizational audiences, focuses on the important role
of internal evaluators, specifically program managers, in conducting evaluation for
organizational improvement (Goldberg & Sifonis, 1994; Sluyter, 1998). Generally, this
literature refers to evaluation as a means of improving organizational performance in the
business, government, and nonprofit sectors (Love, 1991). Evaluation skills are spread as
widely as possible within an organization, such as to management and other staff. By
contrast, the evaluation literature more often embraces the perspective that evaluation
should be undertaken by those who are external to the organization (Rossi, Freeman, &
Lipsey, 1999). Both internal and external evaluators are informed by standards and rely
on a particular logic that guides the evaluation process.
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In the student affairs profession, there may be merit in a decentralized model of
evaluation facilitated by a program coordinator or director (Green, Jones, & Aloi, 2008).
Using a qualitative research approach, Green, Jones, and Aloi (2008) explored
assessment practices within three case studies in the US to produce comparative
evidence. Those universities that had a decentralized approach to assessment were more
likely to use assessment evidence to make programmatic decisions. Moreover, the
successful assessment of student affairs learning outcomes is contingent on the
understanding that unit-level professionals are experts in their particular fields (Green,
Jones, & Aloi, 2008). These findings suggest that internal evaluation may be suitable as
an approach to systematic inquiry in higher education and student affairs administration.
Although there are many resources available to support and guide the complex process of
educational outcomes assessment (see, for example, Bresciani, 2003; Bresciani et al.,
2004; Palomba & Banta, 1999; Schuh, Upcraft, & Associates, 2001; Upcraft & Schuh,
1996), knowledge and expertise in internal evaluation practices within the student affairs
profession seems to be much more limited.
According to the evaluation literature, there are many similar issues faced by
internal and external evaluators, but internal evaluators operate from within
organizations, which presents unique advantages and challenges. One of the key
advantages of internal evaluators is that they benefit from an in-depth knowledge of the
organizational context, cultural and political influences, and the programs that they are
commissioned to evaluate. This level of understanding is acquired through years of
interaction between internal evaluators and other organizational units. This familiarity
with the organization is believed to result in a shorter learning curve for evaluators
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starting new projects (Conley-Tyler, 2005). It also enables internal evaluators to situate
each program within the organization’s complex environment and sensitizes them to the
perspectives and needs of various stakeholder groups (Lyon, 1989). Another significant
advantage for internal evaluators is the way their long-standing presence in an
organization helps them build their credibility over time through their work (Lyon, 1989;
Torres, 1991). These professional relationships allow internal evaluators to reduce the
anxiety and fear that is often associated with external evaluations (Mathison, 2005). One
of the most important issues with which evaluators struggle is the credibility imperative
(Love, 1991; Mathison, 1994), which is also noted in the American Evaluation
Association’s Program Evaluation Standards (Yarbrough et al., 2011). Lack of credibility
for internal evaluators can undermine the use of evaluation findings.
A focus on utilization of findings is another great benefit of internal evaluation.
Since internal evaluators have a stake in the success of the organization, they are more
likely to find opportunities to support evaluation use by distilling findings into
appropriate actionable items, and they are better able to follow through on their
recommendations through monitoring activities (Christie, 2008; Love, 1991; Torres,
1991). Internal evaluators tend to have a good sense of organizational needs and, as a
result, may be asked to participate in program planning and development (Minnett,
1999), thereby facilitating utilization. With an intimate familiarity of the organizational
context, internal evaluators are more likely to foster process use and to support
organizational learning at a higher level (Owen & Lambert, 1995). In addition, internal
evaluators have a “long-term commitment to change through enhancement of the quality
of decision making in the organization” (p. 23). For the past several decades, decision-
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making oriented evaluation approaches have been dominant in the internal evaluation
literature (Chelimsky, 1987; Love, 1983). While some scholars have championed this
orientation for enhancing organizational effectiveness (Love, 1983; Sonnichsen, 2000a;
Sonnichsen & Schick, 1986), others have critiqued this approach for its overemphasis on
managerial interests, rather than those of other stakeholders (Mathison, 1991b; Scriven,
2002). Other scholars have focused on where internal evaluators are situated within
organizational contexts and the ways in which evaluation practice is influenced when
evaluators work within organizations (Kennedy, 1983; Mathison, 1991a; Torres, 1991).
Internal evaluation can present challenges, however. Although internal evaluators’
firsthand knowledge of organizational policies and procedures may reduce the amount of
time required to understand the situational context, the investment of time and resources
to pursue evaluative inquiry may preclude them from undertaking other projects (ConleyTyler, 2005). Another potential limitation linked to the organizational knowledge of
internal evaluators is that they run the risk of adhering to a narrow perspective. Their
organizational or program affiliation may make it difficult to adopt a distanced
perspective to question fundamental assumptions and drive change (Morrell, 2000). In
some organizations, learning and accountability may be seen as competing functions.
Consequently, program staff may fear being exposed by the process of evaluation,
particularly when the internal evaluator is a direct supervisor (Mathison, 2005).
Additionally, the credibility of internal evaluators can sometimes be questioned, due to
their dependence on the organization for employment and the perception that they may be
less objective than external evaluators (Chelimsky, 2001). In some cases, senior
managers may suggest to evaluators that negative findings be removed or rephrased in an
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evaluation report (Mathison, 1991a). Sonnichsen (2000b) argues, however, that “neither
internal nor external evaluators have a defensible, monopolistic claim on objectivity” (p.
132). The promise of internal evaluators’ role is that they observe the organization and its
performance with the insight of an insider and, at the same time, maintain a distanced
perspective (Nagel, 1986).

An “Embedded” Internal Evaluation Approach
There are several popular models of internal evaluation discussed in the literature.
The “internal departmental” approach is a common model in larger organizations that
have a separate internal evaluation unit (Mathison, 2005). These units can either adopt a
centralized structure, where evaluation services are provided to an entire organization,
independent of program delivery; or a decentralized structure, where they are located
within specific program areas (Lambur, 2008). Evaluators in decentralized units generally
do not participate in the delivery and management of programs, but rather focus solely on
the evaluation of specific programs. In an “embedded” internal evaluation model, the
responsibility for program evaluation rests at the unit or departmental level. Thus
managers or program coordinators carry part-time evaluation roles and use evaluation to
strengthen programs by identifying potential problems and monitoring implementation
(Mathison, 2005). A third model is the “hybrid” approach, which pairs the skills and
perceived impartiality of external evaluators with the organizational knowledge and
program development experience of internal evaluators (Bourgeois, Hart, Townsend, &
Gagné, 2011).
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Given the increasingly crucial role of internal evaluators in the organizational
planning and decision-making processes, it is important to develop a better understanding
of their many roles. Generally, internal evaluators are change agents; they scrutinize
organizational performance and provide recommendations for improvement (Volkov &
Baron, 2011). They also strengthen and sustain effective evaluation practices by building
evaluation capacity, optimize best practices from social sciences methods, and act as
consultants in solving organizational problems (Love, 1991; Sonnichsen, 2000a).
Furthermore, internal evaluators support organizational learning and development
through a process of clarifying goals, questioning assumptions and practices, and
measuring outcomes (Preskill & Boyle, 2008). In some cases, internal evaluators may
also integrate the manager-evaluator roles by coupling evidence-informed decisionmaking with organizational performance management.
One of the key concepts of internal evaluation, particularly in an “embedded”
approach, is the idea of a self-evaluating organization (Wildavsky, 1979). Managers in
self-evaluating organizations have expertise as evaluators so that they can use evaluation
findings to actively manage the organization. Indeed, internal evaluation has been linked
to the idea of learning organizations (Love, 1991; Minnett, 1999; Sonnichsen, 2000a).
Organizational learning is a psychosocial construct that has gained considerable attention
from organization theorists, educational administrators, and other corporate managers
over the past several decades (Cousins, 1996; Fiol & Lyles, 1985; Garvin, 1993; Goh &
Richards, 1997; Huber, 1991; Leithwood, Aitken, & Jantzi, 2001). It involves a
continuous process of growth and improvement that occurs when “individuals within an
organization experience a problematic situation and inquire into it on the organization’s
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behalf” (Argyris & Schön, 1996, p. 16). Ultimately, this process of inquiry aims to
support the organization in its ability to learn and adapt to new situations by using
information and knowledge to transform the theory-in-use.
The focus on organizational learning transforms the role of the internal evaluator
to one of knowledge facilitator who returns the responsibility of the evaluation back to
the organization. In this way, the evaluator becomes responsible for sharing and building
knowledge as an integral part of the learning process, rather than acting as a “provider” of
information and knowledge (Levin-Rozalis & Rosenstein, 2005). For internal evaluators,
the use of evaluative inquiry to promote transformative learning in an organization may
occur through long-term sustained interaction with organization members. As a result,
internal evaluators may be in an advantageous position to link specific programs or
departmental problems with larger organizational issues.
Evaluation capacity building (ECB) is tightly connected to organizational learning
and development in that it contributes to an organization’s propensity to learn. ECB has
been attracting the interest of evaluators who are committed to increasing stakeholder
understanding of evaluation and building evaluation culture and practice in organizations
(Compton, Baizerman, & Stockdill, 2002; Preskill & Boyle, 2008). According to Labin,
Duffy, Meyers, Wandersman, and Lesesne (2012), ECB is “an intentional process to
increase individual motivation, knowledge, and skills, and to enhance a group or
organization’s ability to conduct or use evaluation” (p. 308). The ultimate goal of ECB is
sustainable evaluation practice, where organization members continuously ask questions;
collect, analyze, and interpret data; and use evaluation findings for decision-making and
action (Preskill & Boyle, 2008). Through sustained evaluative inquiry, as well as the use
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of evaluation processes and findings, evaluation capacity can become integrated within
the organizational culture. The conditions that support ECB activities, and the long-term
uses of evaluation processes, include an organization’s culture, leadership, systems and
structures, and communications that support and encourage organizational learning
(Preskill & Torres, 1999). Internal evaluators, in particular, are well-suited to promote
ECB because the longer an evaluator maintains a relationship with potential users, the
greater the likelihood that long-term use may be observed in an organization (Preskill &
Torres, 2000).

Summary
Although the amount of research in the field of internal evaluation and its
intersectionalities with organizational learning is growing, no empirical studies to date
have examined the complex processes that underlie an internal evaluation function in the
context of higher education or student affairs administration. The evaluation of programs
and services supporting the broader learning environment is considered to be an
important objective in university strategic planning (ACE, 1949; Barham & Scott, 2006;
Green, Jones, & Aloi, 2008; Hardy Cox & Strange, 2010; Upcraft & Schuh, 1996).
However, the practice of internal evaluation in the post-secondary co-curricular context
seems to be largely atheoretical. The current study hopes to begin to address these gaps in
the evaluation literature and professional practice. Therefore, the goal of this research is
to advance the value, usefulness, and understanding of program evaluation within the
student affairs profession so that more student affairs divisions may be able to
successfully implement quality evaluations.
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CHAPTER 3 – METHOD

The current study aims to understand how student affairs staff and administrators
conceptualize both the role and practice of evaluation in their work, and the extent to
which internal evaluation might be useful as a method of systematic inquiry for program
and organizational improvement. Although the amount of inquiry into internal evaluation
is growing (e.g., Love, 1991; Mathison, 2005; Sonnichsen, 2000a; Volkov & Baron,
2011), little or no research thus far has examined the complex social processes and
operating principles that underlie “embedded” internal evaluation practices in the context
of post-secondary education. Given that there are few empirical studies to date, grounded
theory methodology, as an exploratory approach, is particularly well-suited to the
investigation of an embedded internal evaluation model. A key characteristic of grounded
theory is the use of an emergent design, as it allows the researcher to build knowledge
about this little-understood phenomenon by discovering or generating theory inductively
from the analysis of data (Charmaz, 2006). In their seminal text, Glaser and Strauss
(1967) affirmed that the final product of a grounded theory study is an integrated and
comprehensive theory that is ‘grounded’ in the field data, and explains a process or
scheme associated with a phenomenon. Clarke (2005) advocates for the use of grounded
theory as a way to conduct “thick analyses” (p. xxiii) of complex social processes.

Rationale for Research Method
In grounded theory studies, the individual interview is usually the primary method
of data collection (Charmaz, 2002). Interviews aim to explore the views, experiences,
beliefs, and/or motivations of individuals on a substantive topic, especially those that
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cannot be directly observed (Stake, 2010). Since in-depth interviews use open-response
questions to obtain data on participants’ meanings (Patton, 2002), they are particularly
well-suited for investigating the complexities of an embedded internal evaluation model.
One example of such complexity is a concern for how information needs are determined
by various stakeholders. With an emphasis on process, interviews allow the researcher to
better understand human behaviour and experience, thereby understanding the process by
which people construct meaning and describe what those meanings are (Bogdan &
Biklen, 1998; Creswell, 2012).
Another important issue related to the study of an embedded internal evaluation
function is the role of situational context (Mathison, 2005). Human actions are strongly
influenced by the settings in which they occur (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). As a
result, the situational context is likely to influence decision-making regarding specific
strategies that are used to evaluate programs and services. In-depth interviews can
elucidate detailed information about a participant’s context-specific knowledge,
behaviours, opinions, and values, as well as background related to internal evaluation
practices, which deepens understanding and may enhance the utility and application of
findings.
With grounded theory methodology, it is especially important to describe
meanings and experiences using the words and actions of the stakeholders themselves,
rather than the researcher (Charmaz, 2002; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). As a result,
an “emic” approach is used – one that aims to reconstruct reality from the standpoint of
participant perspectives (Stake, 2010). This notion is particularly important to the current
study, as the various stakeholders involved in decision-making related to embedded
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internal evaluation practices may hold positions at different levels of the organizational
structure. Consequently, student affairs staff and administrators may be influenced by the
dynamics of positional power and politics. This influence can be further complicated by
the sensitive nature of power relations between the evaluator and the various
stakeholders, who may be connected to the evaluator by a reporting relationship.
Interviews are an excellent means for exploring these kinds of sensitive topics, as
participants may not find it favourable to discuss these issues in a group setting, making
focus groups a less suitable method for the current study (Patton, 2002).

Data Collection
Site Selection
In grounded theory studies, a homogeneous sample is often selected first – one in
which each individual has had a similar experience (Charmaz, 2002). In this study,
participants were selected from Queen’s University, a mid-sized post-secondary
institution in Kingston, Ontario, Canada. This site was chosen on the basis of my
professional connection to Queen’s as the Manager of the Student Experience Office.
Gaining access to the site or individuals in qualitative inquiry can be a challenging
process (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). It requires establishing good relations with all
the individuals at the research site, and comes without a guarantee that the participants
will feel comfortable sharing their perceptions, thoughts, and feelings with the researcher.
Given these barriers, there were compelling reasons for selecting Queen’s as the site for
this study.
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As a staff member in student affairs and services at Queen’s, I am intimately
familiar with the institution’s co-curricular programs, organizational context, and cultural
and political influences. This contextual knowledge allowed me to better navigate any
potential sensitivities, particularly as they relate to evaluation (Patton, 2012). The
professional relationships that I have nurtured over the years enabled me to reduce the
anxiety and fear often associated with conversations about evaluation. As a result,
participants might have felt more at ease about sharing their insights and experiences
freely.
Sampling
Purposeful sampling allows the researcher to select information-rich cases to
study more in depth (Patton, 2002). In the current study, stakeholder sampling was used
to identify the major stakeholders who were involved in the planning, implementation,
and decision-making of the programs and services being evaluated, and those who might
otherwise be affected by them (Given, 2008). Participants were selected from stakeholder
groups at various levels of the institution’s organizational structure, and were identified
based on their previous experiences with the internal evaluation of programs and services
in their professional roles. Participants included those who had decision-making authority
(DMA group), such as program directors, managers/supervisors, administrators, and
senior executives. This group was defined by the individuals’ positional authority for
overseeing programs and services, and making higher-level decisions about the direction
of their unit, including the continuation or termination of programs. In addition,
participants included those who had direct responsibility for a program or service (DR
group), such as program managers, coordinators, and frontline service staff. This group
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was defined by the individuals’ direct involvement in program development and
execution. Specific individuals who had special knowledge or positional influence in the
areas of program evaluation and/or decision-making within a higher education context
were identified and targeted as possible participants. One of the participants (Heather)
was identified using snowball sampling – a strategy that involves seeking out participant
referrals from those who participate in interviews as a way to build the sample set (Given,
2008).
Participants
Student affairs staff and administrators were invited to participate in this study via
email. Given the hierarchical nature of an organization, I acknowledged that there would
be fewer individuals in positions of decision-making authority that could participate in
this study, therefore limiting the scope of my research. Consequently, I decided to start
by contacting program directors, managers/supervisors, administrators, and senior
executives (DMA group). The selection criteria were simple: participants must be willing
to participate in an interview; and participants must have had some experience with
evaluative inquiry in a post-secondary context. In October 2013, I emailed three
individuals using a participant recruitment script (see Appendix A) and with a copy of the
Letter of Information attached (see Appendix B) – two of whom accepted my invitation
immediately. These two interviews were scheduled for the following week. During one of
these interviews, I was referred to another potential participant in the DMA group based
on the criteria specified above. I contacted this individual via email, and she agreed to
participate in the study. This interview was conducted a couple of weeks later. The other
individual that I had initially contacted eventually accepted my invitation to participate in
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the study. This fourth (and final) interview from the DMA group was held five months
later in March 2014.
Once I had secured all of the participants in the DMA group, I began to reach out
to program managers, coordinators, and frontline service staff who had direct
responsibility for a program or service (DR group). I sent an email invitation to four
potential participants who fulfilled the criteria specified for the study. All four individuals
accepted my invitation immediately. These interviews were conducted during the last two
weeks of November 2013.
All eight participants self-identified as having fulfilled the selection criteria
specified and willingly participated in the study by providing informed consent (see
Appendix C). To protect confidentiality, participants were given the following
pseudonyms – Tammy, Diane, Olivia, Pam (DR group); and Andrea, Emma, Heather,
Kelly (DMA group).
Ethical Considerations
In obtaining ethical clearance from the General Research Ethics Board (GREB;
see Appendix D), there were two important ethical considerations that I took into
account. First, given that the topic of evaluation can be highly sensitive in an
organization, it was vital to consider the potential ethical issues, including maintaining
confidentiality of subjects to the greatest extent possible. It was important to
acknowledge that, once research findings are released, speculation may occur among
readers. Since there is a moderate number of staff working in the student services units at
Queen’s, it may be possible to identify individuals by the stories they tell and the
circumstances they describe, even when there is a concerted effort to preserve
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confidentiality. To ensure that I was able to delve into the sensitive topics and explore the
role and importance of situational context, while protecting confidentiality, participants in
this study are only identified by their affiliation to one of the two stakeholder groups:
those with positional or decision-making authority (DMA group), or those with direct
responsibility for a program or service (DR group).
Another particular circumstance that raises potential ethical concerns involves
managers or supervisors recruiting participants from the unit or department that they
oversee. The primary issue with gathering data from one’s own staff team is the potential
for perceived pressure or coercion. Managers have inherent power over their staff (e.g.,
through their responsibility for managing performance). Given this power relationship, it
is possible that some staff could feel pressure to comply with requests made by their
supervisors. For example, if a manager asks one of his or her direct reports to participate
in a research project, some staff may worry that choosing not to participate could
influence the supervisor’s opinion of them or that their performance might be affected.
Such potential concerns are problematic regardless of whether or not this concern is
valid. A staff member’s perceptions that such negative consequences could occur are
enough to make the individual feel pressured or coerced to participate. Consequently, as a
manager/supervisor studying embedded internal evaluation practices within the
organization at which I work, I excluded from this study those individuals who report
directly to me.
Procedure
While researchers of grounded theory studies generally advocate for the
appropriateness of using more open-ended and less structured interviewing techniques
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(Charmaz, 2002), the current study used a semi-structured ‘interview guide approach’.
Topics or subject areas were selected in advance, but I was free to explore, probe, and ask
questions during the interview to elucidate specific details or follow up on responses
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The use of a semi-structured approach offered an
opportunity to make changes to the sequence and phrasing of the questions during the
interview to probe and follow up on the unique stories and experiences provided by each
of the participants. This approach allowed me to build rapport, adapt the wording of
questions spontaneously, and establish a conversational style, but with the focus on
questions and topics that were predetermined (Fontana & Frey, 2000; Patton, 2002). The
use of an interview guide ensured that I was able to carefully decide how best to use the
limited time available in the interviews, which was particularly important for working
professionals who were unable to commit a lot of time to participate in this study.
Furthermore, an interview guide ensured that the same basic topics of inquiry were
pursued with each participant (Patton, 2002).
Interview Questions
Prior to my colloquium, I developed a set of themes and issues to be discussed
during the interviews, as well as some guiding questions (see Appendix E). This initial
set of questions was created in consultation with my supervisor based on an extensive and
recursive review of the literature, and upon reflection on the study’s purpose and research
questions. Following the successful completion of my colloquium and the attainment of
ethical clearance from the General Research Ethics Board (GREB), I decided to conduct
a pilot study in an effort to review and refine the interview questions. The study was
piloted with a colleague of mine in student affairs and services at Queen’s, who also
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happens to be a doctoral candidate in the Faculty of Education. I wanted to seek input on
the interview and to ensure that my questions were clear and sequenced appropriately. In
addition, it was useful to know the approximate amount of time required for the
participant to answer each question. I met with my colleague, and she answered the
questions as if she were an actual participant in the study. Following the interview, we
debriefed the process, which ultimately led to the exclusion of two questions, the
rewording of five questions, and several modifications to the sequence of questions in the
interview.
In an attempt to elicit information from participants’ perspectives using their own
words, the final set of interview questions included descriptive, structural, and contrasting
questions (Janesick, 1991: see Appendix F). The interview began with descriptive
questions, which were broad in scope and open-ended in hopes that the participant would
describe her professional experiences with evaluative inquiry in great detail. An openended descriptive question tends to be low-risk and provides an opportunity for
participants to reconstruct their experiences in a way that allows them to take any
direction they want (Janesick, 1991; Johnson & Weller, 2002). These initial questions
aimed to elicit background and demographic information about the participants to better
understand their experiences with evaluative inquiry in a specific situational context.
The interview continued with structural and contrasting questions, which tend to
focus more on the subjective experiences of the participant (Seidman, 1998). These
subsequent questions began to probe for categorization of knowledge and factual
information, as well as conceptualizations of experiences, behaviours, actions, and
activities related to the use of evaluative inquiry at the participants’ institution.
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Specifically, I was interested in discovering the participants’ conceptualization of internal
evaluation practices, and then comparing this understanding to what is known about
internal evaluation as a process – analyzing any discrepancies. This inquiry would ensure
that the participants’ perceptions of their institution’s internal evaluation efforts
adequately represented quality internal evaluation as it is described in the literature.
Finally, questions endeavoured to elicit what the participants thought about their
experiences and behaviours in hopes of revealing their intentions, goals, and values with
respect to evaluative inquiry.
Interview Process
All interviews began with a greeting and then a repeated explanation of the study
(Janesick, 1991). Although participants received a copy of both the Letter of Information
and the Consent Form prior to our meeting (see Appendices B and C), I took the
opportunity to start each interview by thoroughly reviewing the details of the study to
ensure that all participants had a comprehensive understanding of their role in my
research. I felt that this initial dialogue was an important part of developing good rapport
and trust to give participants a chance to better understand my goals and intentions
(Fontana & Frey, 2000; Gunzenhauser, 2006). Following the introductory remarks, all
participants provided their informed consent, and I then requested permission to audio
record the interviews so that I could focus all of my attention on our conversation. All
eight interviews were audio-recorded for verbatim transcription. At this point, I began to
ask questions, often restating the participants’ responses to double check on data, and on
occasion creating hypothetical questions where appropriate (Janesick, 1991). Interviews
were between 45 and 60 minutes in duration, depending on the participant’s availability.
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Interviews were booked based on the schedules of the participants and conducted at their
preferred location. Most participants chose to conduct the interview in their own offices,
except one individual who preferred to meet in my office instead. All locations were set
up to be as quiet as possible, with minimal interruptions. I wanted the participants to be in
a location that would be comfortable and convenient for them, so that they could speak
freely and without distraction or a feeling of threat.
To complement the interview data, I had initially planned to collect any relevant
publicly and legally accessible documents from participants at the end of the interviews. I
was going to use document analysis as a systematic procedure for examining and
interpreting these documents – both printed and electronic material – to uncover
meaning, develop understanding, and discover empirical knowledge relevant to the
current research problem (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Non-technical literature, such as
reports and internal correspondence, could have provided additional background
information, historical insight, and data on the context within which participants were
operating, as well as an internal perspective of the institution by describing organizational
functions and values (Prior, 2003; Silverman, 2011). Documents are typically abundant in
organizations and can take many forms, such as memos, meeting agendas and minutes,
manuals, background papers, policies, program proposals, reports, and survey data.
However, none of the participants sent me documents that provided additional helpful
information in support of the study’s purpose and research questions. Consequently,
document analysis was not conducted as part of this study.
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Research Journal
Handwritten notes were taken during the interview, and then brief journal entries
were written after each interview to fill in the details, as well as record any general
comments and insights. It was particularly helpful to make note of the nonverbal cues of
participants in an attempt to capture the social reality of the interviews through
journalling (Gubrium & Holstein, 2002). Nonverbal cues include paralinguistic factors,
such as paying particular attention to pitch, volume, and quality of voice in the
participants’ responses, as well as chronemics, such as the participants’ pacing of speech
and the variable lengths of the silences (Fontana & Frey, 2000; Poland, 2002). In
addition, this process allowed me to document any outside distractions that might have
taken place during the interview. Keeping a journal provided an opportunity to record my
overall feelings about the study, and to list any additional questions that might have
emerged throughout the process. Following the interviews, my journal entries served as a
historical record and an audit trail. For me, writing was a process of discovery, a method
of personal inquiry to learn about the interview process and research topic, in addition to
my role as the researcher (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Gubrium & Holstein, 2002).

Data Analysis
Once the data were collected from the interviews, audio recordings were
transcribed verbatim into pages of written text for analysis (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). Raw data were then configured to a common format (e.g., consistent font size,
large margins for additional comments), organized by the participants’ group affiliation,
and backed up to secure USB devices and external hard drives. To analyze the data, I
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used the NVivo 10 software. It was important for me to use a program that would help
facilitate and maintain consistency in the process of data analysis (Denzin & Lincoln,
2005). NVivo offered numerous benefits. As I worked through the data, I was able to
highlight key points, allowing for quick recall or further analysis at a later time. NVivo’s
‘nodes’ provided an opportunity to see all the coded information summarized together,
with the ability to refer back to the transcript. These nodes could be grouped with ease to
form categories in a visual way. Annotations were used to jot down my thoughts and
create memos linked to specific codes as a way to capture detailed observations. In
addition, the project database and research materials could be stored as a single file,
which offered convenience. Ultimately, I found that NVivo was very helpful in the
process of taking notes, creating memos, coding, categorizing, and linking data, all of
which enabled me to establish relationships among the codes and link the content.
Initial or Open Coding
Although I used a semi-structured approach to interviewing, I approached
analysis using an unstructured approach to allow the themes to emerge from the data and
to understand rather than explain the content (Fontana & Frey, 2000). The first step of
inductive data analysis in grounded theory is initial or open coding, which is defined as
the process of breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing
data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Open coding involves first identifying small segments of
data (i.e., important words or groups of words) that contain one idea, experience, or piece
of relevant information, and then labelling them accordingly by at least one code (Bryant
& Charmaz, 2007). Using NVivo, I coded the data as ‘nodes’ by highlighting segments of
the transcript and labelling them. I focused on the use of codes that were taken directly
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from verbatim participant language (i.e., in vivo codes) rather than my own constructed
terms to keep the data rooted in the participants’ own words (Stake, 2010). The following
is an example of a coded datum from Heather’s transcript in the current study. The
quotation marks indicate that it is an in vivo code.

Evaluation is a tool to help inform your
decision-making. And so if this internal
evaluator who’s separate from the unit is then
working with the decision-makers of the
units, to help inform decision-making,
[that’s] great.

“DECISION-MAKING”

Once I finished the initial stage of open coding for the first two interviews of each
group, I began to cluster the codes to form categories, which represented major ideas that
were used to describe the meaning of similarly coded data (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). These two sets of data were drawn from an initially purposive sample and
analyzed, resulting in an initial set of categories. Some categories contained clusters of
coded data that merited further refinement into subcategories. For example, the in vivo
code “Bias” was grouped into the subcategory “Credibility” within the broader category
of “Disseminating Findings.”
These identified categories, in turn, guided the selection of new data. This
iterative process involved theoretical sampling, which is a sampling approach that is
guided by emerging theory. Glaser (1978) describes theoretical sampling as occurring
when “the analyst jointly collects, codes, and analyzes data and decides what data to
collect next and where to find them, in order to develop the theory as it emerges” (p. 36).
The use of theoretical sampling in this study provided an opportunity to focus and feed
the constant comparative analysis of data. In constant comparison analysis, efforts are

43
devoted to comparing each new chunk of data with previous codes, so that similar chunks
are labelled with the same code (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). The following is an
example of a coded datum from Pam’s transcript in the current study. Since Pam’s
interview followed the initial group of interviews, each segment of data in her transcript
was compared back to the previous codes in the initial set of categories so that similar
chunks of data were labelled with the same code.

Right now, we’re getting close to having to
make a decision about whether or not this
program’s gonna continue. And there’s a lot
of issues with this program, operationally,
that we know of.

“DECISION-MAKING”

Although earlier grounded theory rules prescribed conducting initial or open
coding without having any preconceived concepts in mind (Glaser, 1978), the collection
and analysis of data from an initial sample enriched the overall data set by allowing me to
recruit participants with expertise in specific areas of interest. Categories are referred to
as being theoretically saturated when new data analysis returns codes that only fit in
existing categories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Coding is often a cyclical act; rarely is the first cycle of coding data perfectly
attempted. In this study, I conducted two rounds of coding for each interview. The
portion of data coded during the first cycle coding process ranged in magnitude from a
single word to a full sentence to an entire section of text. In the second cycle coding
process, I further managed, filtered, highlighted, and reconfigured the codes. I focused on
the salient features of the data to help generate categories, themes, and concepts in an
effort to grasp meaning and build the theory. Coffey and Atkinson (1996) propose that
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coding involves “breaking the data apart in analytically relevant ways in order to lead
toward further questions about the data” (p. 31). Some of the codes from the first cycle
coding process were subsumed by other codes, relabelled, or dropped altogether. As I
progressed, the coded data were rearranged and reclassified into different and even new
categories. For example, the code “Logistics” was subsumed by the related code
“Evaluating Process.” Throughout this process of coding and recoding, the codes and
categories became more refined.
Advanced Coding
Open coding is just the initial step toward an even more rigourous and evocative
analysis and interpretation of the data. According to Richards and Morse (2007), coding
is not just labelling; it is linking: “It leads you from the data to the idea, and from the idea
to all the data pertaining to that idea” (p. 137). While coding “generates the bones of your
analysis … integration will assemble those bones into a working skeleton” (Charmaz,
2006, p. 45). The next major stage of data analysis following the initial open coding
process is advanced coding, which involves reassembling data into groupings of
categories based on relationships discovered in the data (Strauss, 1987). In the current
study, individual categories were fully developed by linking sub-categories, as well as
exploring the relationships among categories and making connections. For example, the
sub-categories “Reporting” and “Credibility” were linked into the category
“Disseminating Findings.” Initial coding involved fracturing the data, whereas advanced
coding processes allowed me to reconnect the data in ways that were conceptually much
more abstract (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
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Subsequently, the major categories were compared with each other and
consolidated in various ways in an attempt to transcend the ‘reality’ of the data and
progress toward thematic, conceptual, and theoretical ideas. For example, the categories
“Enhancing Student Learning,” “Improving Practice,” and “Increasing Institutional
Effectiveness” were connected conceptually and thus grouped into the theme
“Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry.” Themes and concepts
typically describe more subtle and tacit processes, and allow the researcher to get up to
more general, higher-level, and more abstract constructs (Richards & Morse, 2007;
Rossman & Rallis, 2003). The ability to show how these higher-level themes and
concepts systematically interrelate can lead toward the development of a theory (Corbin
& Strauss, 2008). The actual act of reaching a theory can be complex and messy.
Advanced coding is critical to theoretical integration; however, the development of an
original theory is not a necessary outcome for qualitative inquiry (Glaser & Strauss,
1967; Mason, 2002).
It was challenging to formulate a formal and comprehensive theory for this study
due to its limited scope. However, I did attempt to develop and put forth key assertions
based on the contexts of this study. According to Saldana (2013), a key assertion is
similar to a theory in that it attempts to progress from the real to the abstract by inferring
transfer – that what was observed in the eight cases at the particular site explored in this
study might also be observed in comparable post-secondary institutions. In addition,
these assertions attempt to predict patterns of what could be observed and what could
happen in similar present and future contexts.
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Memos
Memoing is the act of recording reflective notes about what the researcher is
learning from the data (Groenewald, 2008). Memos accumulate as written ideas or
records about the concepts and their relationships. In this study, memos were used as a
strategy to capture important ideas, as well as document any recurring themes. Memoing
enabled me to engage with the data to a depth that would have been otherwise difficult to
achieve. Through writing, I was able to immerse myself in the data, explore the various
meanings that the data might hold, establish continuity, and maintain momentum in the
research process. Most importantly, memos allowed me to keep a record of the meanings
derived from the data in the analytical process. These documentations were particularly
important for creating an audit trail of the decision-making process for later use;
consequently, they contributed significantly to the credibility and trustworthiness of the
findings (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Groenewald, 2008). In addition, writing memos
facilitated the process of constant comparison analysis, as it helped me to map out
possible sources to sample theoretically (Birks & Mills, 2011; Bryant & Charmaz, 2007).
Early memoing of the emerging themes while actively engaged in coding and
analyzing the data enabled me to continuously build theoretical sensitivity (Bryant &
Charmaz, 2007). Theoretical sensitivity is a concept that highlights the personal quality
of the researcher and indicates an awareness of the subtleties of meaning in the data
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). As I became immersed in the reality of my participants through
the data, it was crucial for me to assume a reflexive stance, as it facilitated an
understanding of the impact of my own subjective influences on the analysis and
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interpretation of data (Primeau, 2003). This understanding then supported me in feeling a
heightened sensitivity to the meanings contained in the data.

Rigour and Trustworthiness
Grounded theory is sometimes criticized for its lack of rigour (Strauss & Corbin,
1994). Triangulation, with a focus on controlling bias and establishing valid propositions,
is one way to improve rigour in research (Stake, 2010). It is a technique that provides
more and better evidence from which researchers can construct meaningful and
warranted assertions about the social world (Mathison, 1988). Denzin (1978) outlines
three types of triangulation: data, investigator, and methodological. Specifically, data
triangulation was used in this study in an effort to enhance the credibility and
trustworthiness of findings.
Data triangulation refers to the use of several different data sources to increase
validity (Mathison, 1988). In the current study, in-depth interviews were conducted with
stakeholders at various levels of the post-secondary institution’s organizational structure
(i.e., those who have decision-making authority and those who have direct responsibility
for a program) in an attempt to provide meaning from multiple perspectives – an
approach that can help establish structural corroboration, which is a process of
“establishing links that … create a whole that is supported by the bits of evidence that
constitute it” (Eisner, 1979, p. 215). Although there is often an assumption that
triangulation will result in a convergence upon the truth about some social phenomenon
(Mathison, 1988), this study endeavoured to use inconsistent or contradictory findings,
particularly those between group affiliations, to better understand internal evaluation.
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To minimize challenges to trustworthiness, the interviews were recorded and
transcribed verbatim (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993; Seidman, 1998). Audio recordings and
transcripts ensure that the data are readily available for the researcher at all times
(Poland, 2002). With audio recordings, I was able to listen to the content for accuracy
verbatim, as well as meaning and intonation. The relationship between the researcher and
the participants could influence how statements in the interviews are heard and
interpreted (Poland, 2002). As well, the process of transcribing audio recordings verbatim
allowed me to phrase concepts in the participants’ own language (Stake, 2010), thereby
improving the credibility of findings.
Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that ensuring credibility is one of the most
important factors in establishing trustworthiness. In qualitative research, the term
credibility is used in preference to internal validity and deals with the question, ‘How
congruent are the findings with reality?’ (Merriam, 1998). Findings are considered to be
credible when they present accurate descriptions or interpretations of human experience,
such that people who also share that experience would immediately recognize the
descriptions. Given that the topic of evaluation can be highly sensitive in an organization,
it was crucial for me to immediately establish rapport and trust in the interviews. A
study’s credibility is threatened if the participants respond with what they think is the
preferred social response – i.e., when the data are based on social desirability rather than
on personal experience (Kirk & Miller, 1986). Fortunately, the current study was
conducted at a site with which I am intimately familiar through my professional
connections; consequently, I was able to establish rapport with the participants
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effortlessly, which enabled me to reduce the anxiety and fear that can often be associated
with conversations about evaluation.
Paradoxically, another major threat to credibility lies in the closeness of the
relationship between the investigator and the participants that can develop during the
prolonged contact required to establish credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As a result,
steps must be taken to ensure that the findings accurately represent the ideas and
experiences of the participants, rather than the conceptualizations and preferences of the
researcher. The concept of confirmability is the qualitative investigator’s comparable
concern to objectivity (Guba, 1981). Confirmability, and therefore the trustworthiness of
findings, is enhanced when the investigator acknowledges his or her predispositions
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). The use of reflexivity directs increased attention to
researcher subjectivity in the research process (Pillow, 2003). It includes an intentional
process of considering the influence of the investigator’s own background, perceptions,
and interests on the qualitative research process.
Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009) define two basic characteristics of reflexivity in
research: (1) careful interpretation, which implies that all references to empirical data are
the results of interpretation; and (2) reflection, which turns the attention inwards and
incorporates a critical self-exploration of one’s own interpretations of empirical data. I
am aware that the type of filter that covers the lens through which I view the data in the
coding and categorization process can heavily influence how I perceive and interpret
what is happening in the data. As Sipe and Ghiso (2004) assert, “all coding is a judgment
call” since we bring “our subjectivities, our personalities, our predispositions, [and] our
quirks” to the process (pp. 482-483).
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CHAPTER 4 – FINDINGS: PARTICIPANTS WITH DIRECT RESPONSIBILITY
FOR A PROGRAM OR SERVICE

In this study, participants were selected from stakeholder groups at various levels
of the organizational structure at Queen’s University, a mid-sized post-secondary
institution in Kingston, Ontario, Canada. This chapter presents the findings from semistructured interviews of student affairs professionals who have direct responsibility for a
program or service (DR group). This group is defined by their direct involvement in
program development and execution. It includes program managers, coordinators, and
frontline service staff. These findings are based on an in-depth analysis of four participant
interviews – Tammy, Diane, Olivia, and Pam (pseudonyms) – all of whom are student
affairs professionals who have participated in the planning and implementation of
educational programs and/or student services at Queen’s. This chapter offers a detailed
narrative of how these student affairs professionals who have direct responsibility for a
program or service conceptualize and use evaluative inquiry to understand the programs
and services that support the co-curricular learning and development of students at
Queen’s University. Quotations from participants have been included to illustrate the
experiences and current strategies of the participants in using evaluative inquiry, as well
as to elucidate their perspectives on the strengths and limitations of an “embedded”
approach to learning about their programs. Chapter 5 presents the findings from
interviews of administrators who have decision-making authority.
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Tammy
Although Tammy’s program has been running for quite a long time, her use of
evaluative inquiry is “probably not as formal as it should be.” Tammy usually asks the
participants in her educational workshops to complete a post-session survey before they
leave, but these efforts have been largely uncoordinated in her department thus far. Every
workshop or type of outreach has had a different approach to evaluation or collecting
information about what’s happening. There has additionally been a lack of existing tools
to help evaluate these sessions, so sometimes Tammy is “just sitting [in her office]
writing a couple of questions that [she] wants to ask after a workshop.” As a result, these
post-session surveys have been primarily focused on measuring student satisfaction.
Tammy thus relies quite heavily on anecdotal feedback gathered informally from students
to help inform her work: “We really depend on what our volunteers say or like anecdotal
evidence that we gather here and there… little nuggets of wisdom or stories [from
participants].”
Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
Tammy’s role is very fast-paced, so there “isn’t a lot of time to sit around and
reflect on [her work] as much as maybe [she] would like to.” However, for her, a
university setting is a great place to pursue research or evaluation because there is an
inherent organizational culture of inquiry that is associated with being a researchintensive institution. Tammy made a distinction between working as a practitioner and
pursuing research. Although Tammy often finds it helpful to stay up-to-date with the
current literature and best practices in her field, Tammy does not perceive her role as one
that should involve collecting data for the sole purpose of learning new things: “The
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ultimate quest of doing a good evaluation is figuring out what it is you actually want to
learn and then [determine] the best way to ask the questions to get that information.” This
process should be guided by the priorities of the organization. Tammy values the
opportunity to work collaboratively with key stakeholders in defining the institutional
priorities and information needs for the year.
In 2013, there was a keen interest and support from senior administration for the
use of a nationally recognized research survey tool developed by a consortium of
professionals in Tammy’s field. This large-scale effort offered a systematic and campuswide approach to collecting data about student attitudes and behaviours to develop and
improve programmatic interventions. Although it was an existing tool, there was an
option to refine the survey instrument to align it with their context-specific priorities,
target population, and time period. While this initiative was worthwhile for Tammy and
her team, “in other [cases] it’s more appropriate to not collect traditional survey data.” “It
would be interesting to think about how we could incorporate more qualitative- or even
less ‘traditional’ forms of quantitative collection if we couldn’t do qualitative [methods] –
things that are just a bit more interesting or varied.” For Tammy, the use of a mixed
methods approach would allow her to consider the program level and evaluate how well
workshops are meeting the needs of the students who participate in them. In these cases,
standardization has merit so that “every workshop [uses] a similar evaluation tool with
the hopes that [they] can actually start to collapse the data across the different
workshops,” as well as being able to cross-compare data by having a full year’s worth of
data using the same tool.
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Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
There has been a greater emphasis on student learning outcomes at Queen’s,
which has provided an opportunity to refocus efforts towards improving student learning
and development, and to move beyond anecdotal feedback to measure student satisfaction
levels. Tammy is in agreement with this new direction because she believes that it is
“more useful to know if students are actually learning something than it is to know if they
were having fun.” The focus is on two groups of students: (a) those who participate in
educational workshops, and (b) those who volunteer their time to deliver these
workshops. With the student participants, the use of pre- and post-surveys allows Tammy
to assess the students’ “intent to change behaviour ... [whether or not] they feel more
confident in their ability to make a change.” One measure of behavioural change is the
extent to which there has been an increased use of the department’s services as a result of
its workshops or outreach efforts. However, it can be difficult to determine a measurable
change within the limited timeframe of a session. There are many complexities of
causation that make it challenging to correlate the achievement of an outcome to a
specific educational intervention: “That idea of-, you give this thing, or this thing
happens, and then there’s this outcome and that connectivity in between ... what’s going
on in that vague black box.” Tammy further understands the importance of “bringing to
light things we didn’t even know were going on” as a way to reveal any unintended
consequences.
Moreover, there is another level of outcomes around volunteers, i.e., the students
who are delivering the educational workshops. Tammy feels “a great deal of obligation ...
to make sure that their time is being well-spent and that [they believe] what they’re doing
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is impactful.” In her role, Tammy strives to support and seek feedback from the student
leaders who work with her team. Peer-to-peer evaluations and one-on-one meetings with
the program coordinator offer opportunities to provide coaching to student leaders and
volunteers to enhance their own learning outcomes.
To enhance students’ achievement of learning outcomes, Tammy places great
importance on improving her own practice. Tammy frequently consults with and draws
on the resources and expertise of those who work in her community of practice to
determine the key outcomes that are ideal in their field “So I think I’m guided by this
background ... [of] working in an evidence-based framework, you know, guiding your
work by the best information you have available, keeping up-to-date with practices ... and
even [following] the standards of practice for professionals working in [my field].” Her
professional network often serves as a source of peer motivation to do her best work,
constantly improve, and demonstrate that what she’s doing is a useful contribution to her
field. Tammy values being able to spend some time reading recent research studies,
which helps her remain up-to-date on the guiding principles and emerging concepts in her
field.
For Tammy, learning about the relevant research and best practices in her field
has been useful in encouraging her to evaluate the inputs and processes with the aim of
enhancing institutional effectiveness and efficiency. In her work, Tammy attends to the
logistical components of a workshop or outreach effort to ensure that things are running
smoothly. Tammy is particularly keen to identify any opportunities for improvement so
she can adapt the program as needed. In the past, she has devoted efforts to fixing any
process-related problems in a timely manner so that these logistical issues do not hinder
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the delivery of the program. These process-related complications may negatively affect
program goals, and ultimately, learning outcomes:
It lets you go back if you see your outcomes are really not hitting, and sort out,
okay-, is this not working because there’s something wrong with the content or
there’s something wrong with the program, or is this not working because the
door was locked and nobody could get in the room and the workshop started 20
minutes late and the volunteers were really flustered when they started?
Tammy actively collects website and social media analytics, as well as captures
the number of students who attend sessions. This increased focus on performance
indicators and metrics has been very helpful for Tammy and her team to better
understand the scope and reach of their workshops and outreach efforts, but has also
inadvertently placed greater value on quantitative measures of success:
We always want to capture numbers, and so we need some way of getting them if
nothing else to say, “I talked to 25 people today” ... so at the end of the term or
year, we can say, “This is how many people we reached with this type of
programming.” For us, it’s about exploring the idea of reach and depth ... How
much do you put into [programs] that go to a lot of people, but have a low-level
impact versus hitting a small group at a deeper level?
Fortunately, there has been a commitment to inquiry for exploring these issues in her
department, which Tammy perceives to be a success for her team because evaluation
efforts have had a tendency to fall by the wayside in the past.
Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
Determining the key priorities and the primary purposes of evaluative inquiry has
helped Tammy to contextualize and operationalize her use of evaluation practices in a
way that is useful. As much as she has found the pursuit of knowledge to be intriguing,
she “doesn’t sit around [on a day-to-day basis] just collecting data for the purposes of
learning new things,” but rather prefers to direct her efforts toward program improvement
by having findings that can be turned into deliverables fairly easily:
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[A useful evaluation is one in which] the result of the evaluation is helpful in
some aspect of my job beyond just being able to say I did an evaluation for the
sake of doing an evaluation. ... You know, being able to take the findings and see
them come to life in helping the work we do or contributing to the [success] of
students on campus.
One of the greatest challenges for Tammy has been to “find the balance between how
much of [her] time should be spent on creating and delivering programs [versus]
evaluating them.” It has sometimes been necessary to prioritize her job of being a
practitioner due to the limitations of time.
In addition to being able to apply findings directly to her work, Tammy finds the
pursuit of evaluative inquiry to be important in maintaining accountability and securing
funds for her program. By demonstrating that her team is doing good work and aligning
this evidence with the department’s overall strategic plan, Tammy has been able to
prepare a successful budget ask document and acquire funds for certain initiatives that
have since become recurring programs: “A couple of years ago, [her colleague] Lea (a
pseudonym) did an ongoing evaluation where she had [students] do evaluations every
week, which was really helpful for advocating for the funding in the end – to say people
are using it, they’re actually learning.” Tammy has certainly experienced external
pressure to ensure that her programs are functioning well and that the resources being
allocated are justified. Moreover, there can sometimes be a discrepancy in determining
the criteria on which to evaluate the success of a program:
We did come across a very interesting situation where we were evaluating this
[program], and we were saying, “Look, this is really working. These are the
indicators we’re choosing to evaluate” – and then showing a great outcome. But
the people who were wondering about the funding, they were actually looking for
a very different set of indicators to show, if they were to prove it was worth the
money.
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Therefore, it is important to consult and collaborate with key stakeholders, particularly
managers and funders, “to know what [they] are looking for from the get-go.”
Further to the requirement to report back to funders, Tammy values identifying
the various key stakeholders with whom to share data. The process of disseminating
findings to colleagues from other departments involves determining what types of stories
to share at the conclusion of an evaluation. Part of the challenge has been to raise
awareness about how the findings are directly relevant to Tammy’s colleagues. In some
cases, stakeholders weren’t interested or didn’t think that it was a good use of their time
to hear the findings. This reluctance is exacerbated when findings are contradictory to
established truths:
It can be hard – especially if you’re finding things that are contradictory to what
people want to learn or want to believe that they’re doing … If the data say
something that people don’t believe or they don’t think is true, it can be very easy
for people to say, “Well that’s just your data. I actually know that the truth is this,
and what you’re telling me is flawed because of how you collected the data.” So
when the data’s good, then people are more willing to hear things they didn’t
believe or don’t want to hear.
Fortunately, Tammy had recently used a nationally recognized research survey tool,
which provided her with some reliable data to report. She didn’t have to spend much time
establishing credibility about the decisions made with respect to methods.
A lack of credibility could result in ethical issues to consider with respect to
dissemination. There can be a lot of pressure for program managers or coordinators to
prove that their programs are effective and impactful: “It may reflect poorly on you as a
practitioner that you didn’t do your job well enough or something you did in the process
didn’t work.” Due to this fear of being evaluated, there is a potential for people to make
their programs seem great if they want to – presenting statistics in a certain way to give a
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biased view. This potential lack of an unbiased perspective has made Tammy wonder
whether or not it is important to be intentional in determining who is in the best position
to measure or to define the parameters around the data to be collected. Overall though,
Tammy feels that “bias [can be] a good thing to have with you if you’re being conscious
about it.”
Overcoming Challenges
In addition to the fear of evaluating the individual rather than the program,
Tammy has experienced several other challenges in her role related to the use of
evaluative inquiry. Although Tammy is committed to refining her skills as a practitioner
in her field, her knowledge and expertise with research and evaluative inquiry are quite
limited in comparison. Since this area is still new to her, she often struggles with figuring
out how to pursue an evaluation and how to define the criteria on which to determine a
successful program or intervention. Tammy therefore tends to rely on the knowledge and
experience of the staff in her department with respect to evaluation. Last year, Tammy
asked her new administrative assistant to compile a list of questions to pursue: “We gave
her some resources to look at – and she has some experience in this area, so she pulled
some [practices]. And then we had this list of questions that we ran through.” Moreover,
Tammy had a student work with her as part of a practicum to build capacity among the
staff in the department and to create an evaluation design. Unfortunately, Tammy never
pursued the evaluation because “by the time [she] got around to actually getting [the
student] to do anything, she was done and gone – and it was never really that useful.”
In Tammy’s experience, time overwhelmingly acts as the greatest barrier to
pursuing evaluative inquiry: “[With a lot of evaluation], it’s like, Oh, shoot. I’m going to
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a workshop. I better write a post-session form. Let me just quickly print something up 20
minutes before I head out.” Tammy would find it particularly helpful to have the time to
read up on a few recent studies, focus on some key questions, and design an integrated
and comprehensive approach to evaluation. However, evaluation is “not the priority when
[everyone’s] so busy… and a lot of people need to prioritize just doing their job, being a
practitioner.” In fact, pursuing research or evaluative inquiry has not necessarily been a
requirement of Tammy’s job, so it would be easy for her to defer evaluation unless there
were supports and resources available. Fundamentally, it has either been a time or
capacity issue that has hindered Tammy from being able to move forward with
evaluation. In some instances, data had been collected from students, but Tammy just
didn’t have the time to analyze the data or report on the findings to stakeholders:
You collect the data, but then finding the time to actually turn it into anything
useful is a challenge. All of last year’s survey [data] sat in a giant pile on a chair
in an office for way too long before we found the time to do anything with them.
So [it’s difficult] to collect the data, look at them, and then quickly make the
adjustments that are needed.
To overcome the limitations of time, Tammy thinks that there may be some merit
to the involvement of an external evaluator or consultant who has expertise in evaluative
inquiry. Since external evaluators tend to have a bit more distance from the programs and
services being evaluated, they could help to reduce the perception of bias as “the little bit
more distance [might] help to take the blame off of you” – particularly if the findings
indicate that the program has had a low impact. Moreover, external evaluators can
“sometimes pick up on those things that you would just never see when you’re that close
to things.” On the other hand, evaluators who are external to the department tend to spend
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a lot of time trying to understand the intricacies of a program and, as a result, they may
not have the time to explore the more complex issues.
Tammy can more easily investigate the key issues in greater depth because she
has a contextual understanding of the various complexities with respect to her programs.
By carrying this base-level of knowledge of her programs, Tammy can “spend less time
fussing around with some of the details that [she] just already know[s]” and instead hone
in on the most critical areas of interest when pursuing evaluative inquiry. Furthermore,
this contextual knowledge helps Tammy establish credibility when disseminating
findings, as she can adapt her reports and presentations to specific target audiences and
therefore spend less time explaining contextual information to internal stakeholders who
may already be familiar with these details.
Tammy has recently been considering how evaluative inquiry might be embedded
within program cycles: “I think about project life cycles, like research the project, do [or
implement] the project, evaluate the project-, adjust and keep going – and how much time
you’re spending in each phase of that type of a plan.” Although Tammy might be
compelled to devote considerable efforts to perfecting each stage of the program planning
cycle and get hindered by the seemingly insurmountable limitations of time and
expertise, she acknowledges that sometimes it’s important to just take that first step
forward and begin to build momentum for evaluative inquiry: “At a certain point, you
have to say: You know what? Am I going to do it perfectly or am I just going to do it and
get started?”
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Diane
Since Diane transitioned into her role in student services at Queen’s University,
she has been managing two large-scale programs that were brought together into one
department. Prior to the restructuring, each program operated separately and therefore
had varying levels of experience with evaluative inquiry. Although Diane has been
striving towards a more coordinated approach to evaluation, there is not yet a formal
mechanism in place. Diane and her team have been very willing to pursue inquiry, but
they “sometimes feel like [they’re] just making it up as [they] go along.” In her role,
Diane has been primarily collecting anecdotal data as a way to gather feedback about the
programs and services in her department. When facilitating educational workshops,
Diane always tries to leave a little bit of time at the end of the session for students to fill
out an evaluation form and submit it anonymously: “Basically, what we’re looking for is
whether the students found the [workshop] useful, and what about [it] they found the
most useful.” For Diane, these evaluation forms have been informative and provide a
sense of students’ satisfaction with the services.
Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
Diane feels strongly that there needs to be a good rationale and support for
introducing evaluation before pursuing it, and that it is important to make sure the
appropriate people are involved and invested in the process. Although there are
sometimes cultural and political influences that motivate her and her team to engage in
evaluative inquiry, Diane finds it most helpful to have the support of her supervisor:
I think having higher-level support, regardless of whether it’s financial or not-, so
for example ... having someone who is supportive to request for changes to
programs, who’s willing to make suggestions, who’s open to suggestions from us,
and who’s willing to negotiate the kinds of changes that we might want to make.
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Furthermore, this support from senior administration offers a framework that ensures the
evaluation efforts of Diane’s department are aligned with overall institutional goals.
In addition, Diane takes great pride in collaborating with other units on campus.
She refers to this process as a “cross-pollination” whereby the questions guiding an
evaluative inquiry are derived from discussions. Diane consults with staff in other
departments to seek advice about the evaluation process and to get a sense of the
questions that they should ask participants following their workshops. Furthermore,
Diane encourages brainstorming and problem solving within the department so that the
staff in both of the programs can generate ideas that inform each other’s work. This high
level of collaboration is evident in Diane’s approach to inquiry: “We just discuss the sorts
of questions … and decide as a group which ones we feel would be the most useful, and
which ones would likely lead to any programmatic changes.”
Diane finds it helpful to learn about what students need from their perspective.
Given the changing student demographics year-to-year, regularly assessing needs allows
Diane and her team to ensure that their programs and services are meeting the current
needs: “What we want to do is find out-, are we delivering the kinds of services, the kinds
of information and the materials that students need when they need it-, is the timing
right?”
Diane appreciates the opportunity to be directly involved with other institutional
efforts to evaluate more easily and with greater frequency. Furthermore, the use of
existing tools helps Diane to be rigourous in her approach to evaluative inquiry and to
“[make] smart decisions on how to disentangle certain kinds of information from others
so that [the data are] accurate … it actually reflects what students are experiencing.”
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These collaborative efforts are useful to Diane as she begins to develop ways to
streamline and standardize her approach to evaluation so that the staff can gather the
same types of information as appropriate: “One of the things I want to do is make sure
that there’s some kind of consistency [across the two programs].”
Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
Diane feels that streamlining the use of evaluation across her two programs
through a standardized approach would help her to better enhance student learning. Part
of the mandate of her department is to “help empower students to become [selfmanaging] … so they can develop the skills and tools that they need to go out … and
employ or implement the [skills] that we try to equip them with.” In this way, students
can learn new things and apply this acquired knowledge to their own learning experience.
Moreover, Diane and her team are currently in the process of developing a set of student
learning outcomes for the department, which should inform their strategies for evaluative
inquiry: “Once we’ve completed that process [of developing unit-level outcomes], we’ll
revisit currently what we’re doing.” Diane believes that establishing these learning
outcomes will allow her team to collect “more objective data” on which they can rely to
improve the program.
Diane feels compelled to pursue evaluative inquiry as a way to support her efforts
in program planning and improvement, thereby enhancing institutional effectiveness:
“How do we know what we’re doing is as effective as it could be unless we’re gathering
[data]?” She appreciates the opportunity to hear from students about the parts of the
sessions that they like the most, as this feedback is useful when considering how to make
positive changes to a program or service. This responsiveness to student input allows
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Diane to constantly improve the programs to meet the needs of a changing student
demographic:
That’s the kind of feedback I think that-, those identifying what the students are
telling us they want right now-, whether we switch our program to meet that-, or
at least-, is another discussion, but it’s good to know those things because again
we want to be delivering what [students] want.
Diane is particularly keen “to be open to the possibility of doing things [she]
hadn’t really considered before.” This open-mindedness provides Diane with an
opportunity to identify any potential gaps and to make program adjustments accordingly.
Diane recently made a programmatic change in her department based on feedback from
students. Participants of a workshop indicated on an evaluation form that they would
have liked more hands-on, practical assignments in the sessions. Since “workshops
tended to be more of a presentation – a dissemination of information,” this change was
made as a direct result of the feedback gathered.
While Diane feels empowered to make program improvements when she receives
recommendations from students, she acknowledges that there may be a critical mass of
students missing from the data set. Diane has therefore attempted to direct her evaluation
efforts specifically to those who aren’t attending the sessions:
[We] developed a survey to evaluate … why students weren’t attending – to try to
determine what keeps students away. Students who seem very keen because they
all sign up and fill out the capacity for the workshop – and then three people show
up. What kinds of things could we be doing differently to get bums in chairs and
to disseminate the information that we feel students really need?
By understanding what motivates students to attend these workshops, Diane can then use
a more targeted approach to her outreach efforts to ensure that the programs have a
broader reach. Furthermore, Diane has been attempting to collect data about how students
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hear about her department’s services, so she can develop strategies to better promote
them.
Diane attributes this interest in program improvement to a keen desire to enhance
her own practice. She values professional development, and indicates that she strives to
employ teaching methods that are effective. The staff on Diane’s team is “committed to
that ongoing development and improvement, which is a testimony to the quality of people
who work here, and in part that’s what the evaluation is meant to do – to shine a light a
little bit on what may or may not be as good as it could be.” Diane expects that it would
be beneficial to have a performance dialogue process with frontline staff to provide
feedback and to empower them to deliver the programs to the best of their ability.
Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
As a program manager, Diane feels responsible for pursuing evaluative inquiry
not only to ensure that her team is “doing everything to the best of [their] individual and
collective abilities,” but also for the purposes of reporting. There is a sense of
accountability both to her team members and to those to whom she reports in the
organizational structure: “I’m the one who is accountable for whether [the] program is
meeting expectations-, if they’re in line with retroactively-created learning objectives …
our mandate, and our mission statement-, our vision statement.” Moreover, the recent
reorganization of the two programs has resulted in a new and formalized reporting
structure. It is therefore important for Diane to engage in evaluation efforts to maintain
accountability. It is part of Diane’s leadership role to initiate discussions about evaluation
within her department, and to share findings with the relevant stakeholders across
campus.
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Since evaluation findings are often shared with stakeholders across various levels,
Diane has been considering ways to enhance the credibility of the data. Although her
team has been able to collect some very helpful feedback thus far, Diane is concerned
that the current strategies are not as rigourous as she would hope: “[Our approach] does
fall into a more subjective, anecdotal pool of data, and I think our goal is to be able to
have something that is just a little less subjective.” This perceived subjectivity means that
Diane views the responses from students as varying widely, and in some cases, being
contradictory. While an evaluation should “provide the opportunity for you not to just get
reinforcement of what you’re already doing,” this contradictory nature may undermine
the credibility of the findings. Diane hopes that the current process of developing unitlevel learning outcomes might provide her with “less subjective data” to report.
Diane believes that evaluation findings should be useful, provide context-specific
information, and have a practical application:
We’ve talked a lot about that as well-, not just gathering information for the sake
of it, but what-, that it’s purposeful. That it’s purposeful, and that you have a good
sense of to what end the information is going to be [used].
Specifically, Diane finds it helpful to gather data for the purpose of “provok[ing] some
sort of higher-level change” – particularly as it relates to program funding. Diane
describes the potential of using evaluative inquiry as a way to advocate for funding. For
example, if the findings indicate a lack of availability with respect to the services in her
department, Diane could use this evidence as part of a case for a budgetary ask.
Overcoming Challenges
Given that the outcome of an evaluation can sometimes be tied to resource
allocation and funding approvals, introducing evaluation in any context requires careful
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handling. The level of sensitivity required depends on the group and the history of
evaluation in the department. If the staff has not pursued evaluative inquiry previously, it
can seem like an imposition. Diane feels that it is important to establish a good rationale
for pursuing evaluation and to ensure that intentions are explicit:
When you introduce evaluation, I think you need to have a really good rationale
for it, and do it in such a way as to make sure that everyone is invested as well,
and without ever suggesting that there is some problem you’re looking for-, like
some nefarious reason, which I don’t think most people would perceive, but I
think it’s important just to make sure everyone feels like this is for their
betterment and the betterment of the program and that there is never any sort of
suggestion that something is amiss.
A lack of transparency with respect to evaluative inquiry can lead to a culture of fear;
staff may feel as though their own performance is being evaluated, rather than the
performance of the program.
In addition to being clear about the expectations of an evaluation to the staff in the
unit, it is important to communicate the goals of an inquiry to the students from whom
data are being collected. Diane and her team have previously had low response rates to
online surveys and evaluation forms. Since students tend to have busy schedules, not all
of them will complete these data collection tools – particularly if the tools are not
administered immediately after a session or workshop: “The rate of response drops
because then people are busy, you run out of time, so you don’t necessarily get the kind
of response rate you would like.”
Diane can certainly appreciate the limitations of time since she often struggles
with finding the time to engage in evaluation efforts: “I used to be the coordinator and I
always meant to do evaluations and I never did – my intentions were good.” Since then,
Diane has given quite a bit of consideration to the staffing resources required to
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implement an evaluation. It is crucial “to think about who is going to collate this
information, and the hope is that you’re going to see between 300 to 400 students – that’s
very different than offering a workshop … for 30 students.” It can be intimidating to
invest the time required to analyze and report on that much data.
Moreover, Diane finds it challenging to pursue evaluative inquiry due to
unfamiliarity with evaluation tools and strategies. Although she has consulted and
collaborated with various other departments, Diane and her team have never had an
actual session or workshop with an expert in evaluation about creating a standardized set
of questions. Therefore, the questions in the online surveys and end-of-session forms tend
to be “in some ways-, commonsensical questions – they tend to target kinds of the things
[that Diane and her team] want to know.” Diane finds it particularly difficult to create
questions for a program evaluation without some sort of pre-existing template:
[How do you] come up with appropriate questions and to determine what are the
measures? What are we-, what we trying to measure here, what kind of responses
would be most helpful in terms of tweaking the program and so on – it’s not the
same as just modifying a pre-existing [evaluation form].
In Diane’s experience, it has been critical to think carefully about how to phrase
questions to elicit the kind of information that she is actually looking for in a survey or
evaluation form. Questions that are not clearly written can affect how students interpret
and answer them, or discourage students from responding altogether, thus lowering
response rates. Diane would find it helpful to have knowledge of and access to an
institutional framework for evaluation: “If there was a framework-, because we also want
to make sure that what we’re doing is keeping with not just our own goals, but that they
fit into this framework of Queen’s.”
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At the departmental level, Diane feels that it is her job to pursue evaluative
inquiry. However, she acknowledges that “there certainly isn’t any-, aside from a
willingness to do it … no one [in her department] is actually tasked with the
responsibility of evaluation.” Diane is committed to using evaluation findings to inform
her own work because she believes that those who are directly involved in program
development and implementation have a greater opportunity to follow through with any
recommendations or programmatic changes that emerge from the findings:
I think having people who are part of the program, who understand the ‘why’s and
the ‘how’s, do evaluation of their own programs and of shared programs is
definitely an advantage because they are the ones who have the ability to then
make changes and are motivated to do so, I think, based on feedback.
Given that programs naturally evolve over time, Diane views internally evaluating
programs as a natural fit, as the department changes or responds to emergent needs in the
program review and development process.

Olivia
Olivia is one of the most senior staff members in her department. In her role,
Olivia has been involved with implementing a fair amount of surveys, which are “not
necessarily as formal as a lot of other surveys.” Her department has not been a part of any
large-scale evaluation efforts in recent years. While there are some aspects of the
program that Olivia thinks could benefit from being reviewed through the lens of
evaluative inquiry, she acknowledges that her department is not quite at the stage of
“go[ing] through the rigour of evaluating all of what [is being done].” Olivia has been
starting to codify the departmental goals and expectations with respect to the use of
evaluation practices. At the present moment, however, any questions that emerge about
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the programs typically come loosely from the experiences of the staff and students on the
team. Olivia values the opportunity to collect feedback and learn about the various
perspectives that others have about her program. Although much of the feedback thus far
has been reported anecdotally from the staff and students in the department, Olivia has
been interested in formalizing the process of data collection.
Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
Olivia believes that evaluative inquiry can play a key role in confirming that her
program has achieved its intended goals and outcomes: “We don’t know [whether or not
the program is successful] until we hear that back from somebody, so it confirms the
goals of our program.” Olivia is particularly keen on hearing from the students – the
target audience – as well as the various levels of frontline service providers, including
student leaders, full-time staff, and departmental administration. The full-time
professional staff and administrators frequently meet as a team to collaborate on the
department’s evaluation efforts, since Olivia “feel[s] like other people in [her] department
get a say and have feedback, and that it’s their interests and feedback ... that are helping
to drive what [is being done].” Moreover, the student staff members who are at the
frontlines of program execution have had the responsibility to share their feedback on a
regular basis through internal reporting processes: “We collect feedback from [the
student leaders] when ... they document-, we ask them to document pretty much
everything they do in their role.”
In addition to this reporting requirement, student staff members have been
provided with an opportunity to comment on the effectiveness of the training program in
which they participate at the beginning of the academic year. In previous years, this
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feedback has been shared with Olivia through end-of-session evaluation forms and
“training session surveys-, or an overall survey to try and capture a bigger picture about
training.” For these surveys, Olivia has relied on tools like SurveyMonkey or professional
software such as FluidSurveys. Furthermore, focus groups have been used in the past to
gather some qualitative data for program development to complement the survey data, the
latter of which have typically been used to measure student satisfaction on a Likert scale.
Olivia is motivated to pursue the development of a more systematic approach to
evaluative inquiry in large part due to the encouragement of her supervisors. She values
the role of support and guidance from senior administrators in helping to provide
direction:
Having guidance from senior administration to say: When you get this kind of
information, we care about what – and having them define a little bit too as to
where they want some of that to go as well. So there’s a gap: Do we care about it?
Is that where we want to prioritize our time? So that kind of direction would be
helpful as well.
By having a sense of the key priorities of her supervisors, Olivia can develop a better
understanding of “the bigger picture as to what Queen’s is doing ... [the] other places that
the university might gather information on.”
Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
This support from the senior administration has motivated Olivia to demonstrate a
commitment to inquiry for the purpose of enhancing institutional effectiveness. In
particular, she has worked to foster and support an organizational culture that is
encouraging of evaluative inquiry: “If there’s been an idea proposed [for evaluation] that
somebody needs help making it happen in the department, I try to help that happen ... not
letting it be forgotten as much as possible, keeping it present and in motion.” Olivia
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actively invites those individuals who are at the frontlines of program delivery to share
feedback and ask questions about program effectiveness. These process-related inquiries
provide Olivia with an opportunity to “gather information and ... to put that information
together, apply that to the direction of the program, what we decide to try, if we decide to
try it.” Moreover, Olivia relies on the findings from the large-scale survey efforts of other
units to inform program decision-making within her own department. These data can
sometimes provide insight into student motivations and behaviours, particularly as they
relate to the development of effective ways to encourage students to attend the
educational programs offered by Olivia’s department.
Once students participate in these initiatives, Olivia has an opportunity to begin to
develop and assess student learning outcomes in a meaningful way. Although her
department has not formalized this assessment process, Olivia has started to codify the
various goals, objectives, and learning outcomes that she has for her program: “It’s
probably one of the first things that we’ve done in the department with clear outcomes
that we want to try and measure and that’s really exciting.” Furthermore, there is another
level of outcomes around the student leaders who are at the frontlines and deliver these
workshops. An annual performance dialogue process aims to support the learning and
development of student staff members. Last year, the department implemented “an exit
survey for our [student staff] to get a bigger picture on [their] experience.” It was not a
traditional exit survey in that some of these student leaders might have been returning to
their position in the following year, but Olivia describes this initiative as another way to
collect staff feedback and to better understand their learning experience.
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In addition, Olivia engages with her community of practice and is motivated by
professional reputation: “When I’m looking at [professional opportunities], like
conferences and representing outside of my department or university ... being able to
have a positive reputation for doing good things in our field is something that motivates
me too.” Olivia finds it helpful to compare the programs at other schools and to review
the best practices of her colleagues in the field. Olivia frequently engages her
professional association through an email listserv to share information across institutions.
She previously “[developed a program] through looking at so many other types of
programs that said, here’s the best way to get started, here’s some of the key things you
need to focus on.” The email listserv motivates Olivia to collaborate with her peers and to
bring her department to the forefront of student affairs practice in her field.
Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
Olivia feels that it is important to be able to articulate the rationale for her
department’s programs and to report evidence-based data to her colleagues at other
institutions: “When you go to the broader Student Affairs … audience-, you go to
conferences and other people are able to present you with data that supports what they
claim to do – we need to be able to do that.” Moreover, there is an internal reporting
process that involves sharing findings with senior administrators, as well as the various
stakeholders for whom the findings are relevant. Olivia is required to “share the data with
… other people [internally] who care specifically about a program.” These efforts mean
that Olivia can represent her department both internally and externally. Ultimately, it is
Olivia’s responsibility to pursue evaluative inquiry to enhance the quality of her program
and to report this success back to those to whom she is accountable: “I think part of what
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makes [pursuing evaluation] important or done well, is when you know what you’re
doing and you can actually speak to what your department does.”
In addition to being able to represent the department, pursuing evaluative inquiry
allows Olivia to identify any emergent needs and to potentially apply findings to the
program planning process: “When all the [findings] come back in, [and] it says, from
this-, we can clearly see there’s a gap here – maybe we don’t know what to do about it,
we don’t have the recommendations, but there’s a gap and so we’ve noticed that.” Olivia
finds this kind of information helpful because it helps to inform her decision-making with
respect to the priorities of the department – the specific projects that the department
should invest time in advancing. Evaluation findings lend credibility to the programmatic
decisions that are made in the department: “I think [evaluations] are useful because it
answers your because to anyone else at the university that needs to know those answers.”
This need for credibility is especially true when stakeholders question Olivia and her
team about “why we’re doing things the way we do.”
Overcoming Challenges
Given the pressure to produce credible findings to report, Olivia can sometimes
feel overwhelmed by the level of expertise required to conduct an effective evaluation: “I
feel challenged sometimes just in my own lack of skill [with respect to evaluative
inquiry] and so I’m flying by the seat of my pants a lot of the time.” While Olivia always
does her best to learn about her programs, she often considers whether or not her
approach to inquiry is rigourous – and indeed if it needs to be quite so rigourous. A
professionally trained researcher or evaluator may be able to better answer questions
related to the program, but Olivia wonders whether or not that level of proficiency is
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necessary in the context of her own work: “I don’t always know, so I do my best with
[evaluation]. I come up with a good question; I have people review it, but is it as
rigourous as an official researcher would do? Does that matter?”
Olivia believes that it would be helpful to have a better understanding of how to
create an instrument that gathers useful data. Specifically, Olivia would find it helpful to
consult someone with expertise in evaluative inquiry to work through the intricacies of
designing an evaluation: “Having somebody sit there and tell me, you know what-, when
you’re asking a complex question, where there’s technically multiple questions in a
question, it’s not a good question for this format.” Moreover, Olivia would find it useful
to learn how to properly analyze the data collected. Data analysis can be an intimidating
process, especially if there’s a lot of data: “Having too much data can be a problem
because then it’s almost paralyzing … What do you do with the [overwhelming amount
of] data and how do you try to make sense of it?”
Developing this expertise in data collection and analysis is particularly important
since Olivia struggles to find the time to refine her own skills and build capacity for
evaluation. While she might have some availability during the summer months to plan
and engage in evaluation efforts, Olivia finds it much more difficult to do so during the
academic year. However, she has been “trying to continue [evaluation] work throughout
the year as opposed to making the year just about reacting [to issues that arise].”
Although she recognizes that it would not be realistic, Olivia would certainly prefer to
have access to program recommendations without having to spend time going through the
process of analyzing her own data.

76
Olivia values the perceived objectivity and expertise that an external evaluator
can bring to an evaluation: “Somebody external is able to be more objective to say –
maybe that small question isn’t going to have an impact, but you’re very tied up in it.”
However, it can be difficult for someone who is external to the department to understand
the nuances of the context, particularly “if time isn’t invested to try to understand the
client-, to understand what they’re trying to look at or evaluate.” Olivia believes that
there is a lot of merit to having a detailed contextual understanding of the department
when pursuing an evaluative inquiry:
There’s a lot of stuff that’s just known from experience that doesn’t necessarily
translate well on paper or hasn’t been translated on paper or any of that kind of
stuff that would make it easy to share out to somebody else to try and get some
sort of understanding of-, … and to get them to understand.
As a result, the process of pursuing evaluative inquiry has typically been
embedded into the role of one of the full-time professional staff members on Olivia’s
team as a special project. Although her preference is to appoint a team or task force to
pursue evaluation collaboratively, it is sometimes delegated to a specific staff member:
“When we’re in the middle of a lot of projects, it’s almost too much to try to ask that
many people to collaborate.” The individual who acts as the point person on an
evaluation depends on the questions being asked. In some years, Olivia’s department has
had “a student in the office who’s helped with [evaluation] as well – or in the
summertime with evaluations and looking at some of that data.”
Although pursuing evaluative inquiry is not a key responsibility that is explicitly
defined in Olivia’s job description, she is frequently the point person for the department’s
evaluation efforts: “I don’t know if there’s anywhere defined in my role that it’s my
responsibility to do [evaluation], but I feel like it’s my responsibility to do that for
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quality.” Olivia “[sets] aside the time in [her] own schedule to make a survey, to sit
down, and type things in and format and do all that kind of stuff.” Olivia feels motivated
to pursue evaluation in part because her position was introduced specifically to devote
greater attention to special projects in the department:
The way that our department functions … it’s difficult for people to focus on side
projects a lot of the time and so I think that’s why-, part of why I feel responsible
to do those sorts of things-, it’s because my role got created to be somebody who
didn’t have the other things or responsibilities – it’s all about the side projects.

Pam
Whenever there is an opportunity for Pam to connect with students on a one-toone basis, she takes the time to engage in an informal sort of information-gathering
process: “Sometimes I’ll just ask-, if a student’s in and they ask for help, I might just ask
them a few questions about – oh, so you had trouble finding the website, so why, like
what is it that we do-, what would be helpful?” By checking in with students regularly,
there is already an informal process of inquiry that occurs in Pam’s department: “So we
don’t have anything formal, but that’s an informal way that we’re doing that sort of
check-in and where we start to get information [about our students].” On occasion, there
are opportunities for the staff members in the department to engage in outreach efforts,
which involve going directly to the students. Pam notices that students frequently feel
compelled to talk to somebody about their experiences: “They’re just exploding ... and
they need to tell their stories, so we’ve got to figure out ways to get them to-, to let them
tell their stories.”
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Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
Although Pam appreciates having all this anecdotal information, she is keen to
collect quantitative data to complement the anecdotal feedback that she receives. Pam
considers herself an advocate for a mixed methods approach:
You need mixed methods. I think you need quantitative and qualitative [data].
You can’t have one without the other. It’s what I’m learning, or I feel, in this
field. So I can have a million students stand up and tell you that they had a
transformative experience ... but that’s not going to mean anything if I don’t have
the other-, I think I need to have quantitative [data] to back that up, right?
The collection of quantitative data helps Pam to know how many students felt that they
had a transformative experience, and the extent to which they were transformed through
their participation in an educational program or intervention. By learning more about the
reach and scope, as well as the level of impact, Pam can begin to better understand how
the program is achieving its goals and outcomes.
In 2010, there was a decision to conduct a large-scale survey in collaboration with
key stakeholders to assess outcomes across various dimensions – both before and after
the students’ participation in one of the programs in Pam’s department. This new
initiative was a concerted effort to get a sense of the students’ experience with the
program, to measure student satisfaction with the services, and to assess student learning
outcomes. The questions and survey instrument were designed in collaboration with
various other campus departments, graduate student researchers, and the Office of
Institutional Research and Planning, which offered support in the use of existing tools
such as StudentVoice and FluidSurveys.
With this large-scale survey, Pam found it beneficial to establish a clear sense of
purpose so that “they’re not doing a survey just for the sake of doing a survey.” At the
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time of the survey implementation, Pam’s department had grown quite considerably; the
number of students participating in her program had tripled. There was a keen interest to
ensure that the department was continuing to meet the demand, while still maintaining
quality in light of a rapidly changing student demographic: “I know the students are
changing and the way they learn is changing, so it’s trying to adapt to how they’re
learning and taking information and getting information. And so we have to change up
the way we’re doing it.”
The motivation for pursuing this large-scale survey was driven by the support of
Pam’s counterparts in other departments at Queen’s that offer similar support services.
Although the survey instrument and questions were designed primarily by Pam’s team,
she actively sought the input of other service providers and coordinators: “We
brainstormed as [a group] – Okay, what do we want to get out of this? What are the
important pieces? What do we need to find out? ... What’s going to have the most value?”
Pam recognizes that this consultation and collaboration with key stakeholders are
important elements of pursuing evaluative inquiry and can help support the goals and
outcomes of an evaluation:
It’s very much a collective thing. It has to be ... What’s easier is-, if you’ve had
engagement-, I think if the group has been involved, I think there’s going to be a
higher level of engagement to then-, to read the results. That curiosity would be
there.
Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
Pam believes that a successful evaluation is one that achieves the purposes and
goals of the inquiry as defined by the various stakeholders who are involved in the
consultation process. Pam considers pursuing evaluative inquiry to be a good investment
of time “if it answers your initial questions, if you get what you-, if you’re meeting your
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outcomes – whatever it is that you were hoping to get out of [the evaluation].” Whether
or not the findings are positive or aligned with what’s currently happening, it is critical
for an evaluation to “[get] to the core of what you really need to know.”
Although it is useful for Pam to know the reach and scope of a program, she is
generally more interested in discovering the extent to which students have learned from
their experiences as a result of participating in the program: “We need evidence that
learning outcomes have been-, we don’t have learning outcomes right now, but you [need
to] know these have been accomplished or here’s where we’re at on these learning
outcomes.” One way to capture the students’ learning is through the implementation of a
pre- and post-experience survey. However, Pam is aware that there is a lot of controversy
and debate about the effectiveness of this approach in her field: “If you’ve done a preand then are the students going to-, now that when they do it again, will it really be the
true reflection of what they’ve [learned], if they’ve had a shift in their competence or
not?”
By being aware and responsive to the issues that are currently being discussed
among her colleagues, Pam is able to improve her own practice by remaining at the
forefront of her field. Pam reaches out to her community of practice through conferences
and listservs to gain access to the surveys that her counterparts at other institutions use to
assess student learning: “[Her colleague] Jonathan (a pseudonym) ... he did a lot of work
on [a recent evaluation] – so he looked at other universities and who runs [similar]
programs and some of their assessments.” Furthermore, Pam feels comfortable sharing
resources, survey tools, and evaluation findings with her colleagues:
If there was a department that came to us and said, “Listen, we want to start
running our own program,” we could say, “Hey, here’s something – here’s some
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stuff we learned – here’s some lessons learned from this program experience and
what you might want to consider moving forward. And here’s some tools we use
to evaluate.”
In addition to supporting her colleagues, Pam is keen to engage in evaluation
efforts because she is committed to promoting organizational learning and improvement:
“I think it’s that-, I don’t know – I just ask questions. I always feel like we could be doing
it better. So there’s always room for improvement.” Part of Pam’s role is to ensure that
her department is running effectively and efficiently on a day-to-day basis. Since Pam is
directly involved in so many aspects of the program development process, she is naturally
interested in the impacts and outcomes of a program:
So from [collecting] information, we realize, hey, maybe we need to refine
something on the website or maybe we need to develop a new program ... we do
that self-evaluation-, you know, okay there’s this constant question or this
constant issue – what are we going to do about it? It’s kind of how things tend to
operate a little bit in here.
In addition, pursuing evaluative inquiry can be beneficial for program decisionmaking. Pam recently went into the final year of a three-year pilot program, which will
require her team to decide whether the department will be continuing or terminating the
program. The data collected from a recent survey implemented by Pam’s department to
assess student learning outcomes have provided a lot of really valuable information. Pam
finds that understanding the impact of a program helps her to rationalize the operational
costs that are associated with the initiative: “We’re getting close to having to make a
decision about whether or not this program’s going to continue. And there’s a lot of
issues with this program, operationally, that we know of. They are things that the students
wouldn’t know – it’s what we’ve experienced.”
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Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
In making decisions about whether to continue or terminate a program, Pam feels
that it is her responsibility to disseminate findings to all the various stakeholders involved
– particularly to senior administrators who may be directly involved in decision-making:
“You can use [evaluation findings] to show people who make decisions about what’s
going on and have something to back you up. And I think in an academic institution that
is really important. You have to have data.” Since reporting findings is such a significant
part of evaluative inquiry for Pam, she believes that it is crucial to consult key
stakeholders even before starting to collect data in an effort to determine the priority
information needs: “What are some of the things we think are really going to be
important for us to find out? …. What do we want to know and what do we think other
people are going to want to know?”
This need to pursue evaluative inquiry and report findings was particularly
evident for the pilot program because there was a lot of keen interest at a higher level:
“This [program] was a little more directive, again because it was a pilot, so we knew we
needed … and it was a bit controversial, so we knew we had to be really-, have really
strong data.” Moreover, Pam is not necessarily at the frontlines of program
implementation as a program manager. It was therefore critical for her to learn whether or
not there were any unintended consequences or risks associated with the program of
which she might not otherwise be aware:
These kinds of programs can have a lot of risk to them as well, right? So there can
be-, you know you can have this great idea and you think it’s going fine, but you
don’t really know how it’s all going to turn out. And it’s not-, we don’t have a lot
of-, we’re not there. We’re not seeing what’s happening.
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Disseminating findings is important because program decision-making is often
directly tied to funding: “I think also budget-, funding-, you know, if ever upper
administration wanted to know what’s going on or start reviewing or evaluating
programs, then at least we’d have something we could hand to them.” Consequently, Pam
is always keen to look for efficiencies, particularly since “the resource issue is always
going to be there.” Furthermore, Pam considers any opportunities to reallocate resources
to programs that have been identified as key priorities, or alternatively, to programs that
may require more funds to be successful. If it is a resource decision that needs to be
made, Pam consults her supervisors and determines “what they need in terms of metrics
… particularly if [they’re] sitting at a budget meeting.” The credibility of evaluation
findings can have a significant impact on the outcome of a decision, so Pam appreciates
the opportunity to collaborate with those who have expertise with evaluative inquiry to
help determine the most appropriate methods to use in an evaluation.
In addition to reporting findings to stakeholders, Pam considers a successful
evaluation to be one “where you can take some action.” It’s great when Pam “[gets] these
chunks of information that [she] can actually do something about.” As a result, Pam feels
that it is crucial to determine how findings will be used and applied in a practical way
prior to developing the questions and conducting the evaluation: “So we want to be really
clear-, I want to make sure those questions are clear and [students] are not doing a survey
just for the sake of doing the survey. I want to make sure that we’re actually going to use
that information.” Given the considerable investment of time required to pursue
evaluative inquiry, Pam feels that it is important for the findings to answer the questions
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that have been asked, and to be directly applicable to the programs and services offered
by her department.
Overcoming Challenges
For Pam, this increased focus on the utility and application of evaluation findings
is driven by the limitations of time and resources in her department: “[Evaluation] is
something we want to do and so it sort of comes together and who’s got the time and who
might take this on … it’s sort of like-, it’s going to happen on the side of your desk,
right?” Occasionally, pursuing evaluative inquiry may fall by the wayside due to these
limitations. Pam struggles with the balance between program implementation and
evaluation: “That’s what we’re struggling with right now – knowing we really should be
evaluating [our programs] … and we want to do that, but it’s just finding the people
power a bit because we just have to keep the program running as well.” In the interest of
using time and resources efficiently, Pam finds that it is helpful to be clear about the
purpose of an evaluative inquiry and to pursue evaluation with its use and application in
mind. This intentionality allows Pam to consult those with expertise in evaluative inquiry
since she does not consider herself as a professional in evaluation.
Given this lack of experience and expertise with evaluative inquiry, Pam
appreciated the opportunity to work in collaboration with other campus departments and
graduate student researchers on the large-scale survey in 2010. At that time, there was an
internal department within the student affairs division at Queen’s that supported
institutional efforts in research, assessment, and evaluation: “It was really [great] because
we’d never done anything like this before.” The in-house expertise helped Pam and her
team to identify key questions to pursue and to develop an appropriate method to collect
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the data. It was useful “knowing that [Pam could] vet things through this other-, this
department-, who that is their thing – they do evaluation.”
Although Pam valued the opportunity to consult experts and to be a bit removed
from the evaluation design and implementation process for this large-scale survey, the
involvement of this other unit and the graduate student researchers led to the survey
going in a different direction that moved away from the initial purpose of the inquiry:
It kind of went in a different direction, but-, and again, not that it wasn’t-, it was
great, it was really interesting information-, it just-, it was just hard, cause it-, we
missed out on some of the stuff we really wanted to know … and then suddenly
our survey that we thought was just going to look at our services, turned into more
of a research survey … it kind of took it to a higher level than I think what we
were expecting it to be – it sort of felt like it got away from us a little bit.
As the inquiry became a research study, questions from two developed instruments were
added to the survey that related to the graduate student researcher’s project. Since Pam
was part of the group that initiated this process of inquiry, she reached out to request the
addition and revision of some of the questions in the survey in hopes of learning more
about her department’s services. When her requests were denied, it was evident to Pam
that the study had reached beyond the scope of its initial purpose and goals: “So that’s
when we just had to accept that this was going to be a different survey … that was a bit
challenging because we felt like we lost some of the purpose that we needed it for.”
While this large-scale survey effort still yielded some interesting findings and
takeaways, “it was a lot of time, a lot of effort, and it actually didn’t always answer some
of the stuff we really needed to know and the questions we had about the services; it
only-, it just scratched the surface – it got deeper into other stuff.” As a result of this
experience, Pam and her team had to develop another survey to find out about the
department’s services to directly inform any programmatic changes or decision-making:
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“And so a decision was made, okay we’re not going to do the big-, we’re probably not
going to do this again ... but what we will do is we’re going to take some of the questions
– so there’s a survey being developed.”
Recently, Pam has taken on more of an oversight role with respect to the
department’s evaluation efforts. By embedding the role of pursuing evaluative inquiry
into her own position, Pam has been able to assume more control over the process: “I’m
kind of providing my input, ideas – so for example, for this [other survey] … I took the
time to read through it, gave a couple question suggestions-, could we change this, we’re
missing information about this, let’s get a couple of questions about that.” Moreover,
evaluation has been embedded into the role of one of the other staff members in the
department. Pam has found this approach to be successful since her team is intimately
familiar with the program and is aware of the information needs of the department: “I
mean [the staff] know the program best and therefore hopefully know what they need to
get out of [evaluative inquiry], like what kind of information they need.”
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CHAPTER 5 – FINDINGS: PARTICIPANTS WITH DECISION-MAKING
AUTHORITY

This chapter presents the findings from semi-structured interviews of
administrators in student affairs and services who have decision-making authority (DMA
group). This group is defined by their positional authority for overseeing programs and
services, and making higher-level decisions about the direction of the organization. It
includes program directors, managers/supervisors, and senior executives. These findings
are based on an in-depth analysis of four participant interviews – Andrea, Emma,
Heather, and Kelly (pseudonyms) – all of whom are student affairs administrators who
oversee and have decision-making authority over educational programs and student
support services at Queen’s University. This section offers a detailed narrative of how
student affairs administrators who have decision-making authority conceptualize and use
evaluative inquiry to understand the programs and services that support the co-curricular
learning and development of students at Queen’s. Quotations from participants have been
included to illustrate the experiences and current strategies of the participants in using
evaluative inquiry, as well as to elucidate their perspectives on the strengths and
limitations of an “embedded” approach to learning about their programs.

Andrea
Although Andrea believes that her department should consider pursuing
evaluative inquiry in a more systematic way, the thought of it “sent [her] into a bit of a
tailspin.” Andrea attributes this feeling of disorientation to the fact that she perceives
evaluation to be a complex and multifaceted process, which can be intimidating.
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Andrea’s approach to inquiry thus far has been a bit haphazard. She has been keeping an
informal “checklist of why-, how many [students] come in to talk with [the staff in her
department] in a day, and why they come in.”
In addition, Andrea collects feedback from students anecdotally. Andrea
frequently engages students in conversation about their experiences with the programs
and services in her department: “We talk to participants all of the time. And we are in –
always in some fashion or other – trying to determine if what we’re doing meets their
expectations.” Furthermore, whenever Andrea offers a workshop for students, she has a
“short three-question survey of their immediate impressions” as another way to gather
feedback.
Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
Andrea is aware that the current strategies she uses to pursue evaluative inquiry
are not necessarily systematic. Her uncoordinated approach to inquiry has not been a
result of departmental policy, but rather, “it’s just that [she] can’t figure out how to do it
in a way that gives accurate data.” Andrea is particularly concerned about the reliability
of the data she collects because there are many students who are on campus for short
periods of time. The transient nature of this student demographic means that Andrea is
keen to assess student needs on a regular basis: “That’s what we have to look at – are we
offering [programs and services] to each of the constituencies we serve?” For Andrea, an
inquiry is “not just one that comes out of curiosity, but inquiry borne of some expressed
or implied need on the part of students.” Moreover, Andrea acknowledges that it is not
enough to simply measure student satisfaction, but rather to evaluate a program against
the expected outcome.

89
Andrea currently focuses primarily on collecting numbers: “We can look at
numbers, certainly. How many participants do we have – and we have to keep track of
that kind of thing.” In addition, Andrea is able to access website analytics to determine
whether or not information is being disseminated to students in an effective and timely
way:
We can look at how many people access that particular [web] page or particular
areas. And we can look at those numbers in terms of a timeline for the year, so we
can see where are people going, what do they want to know, and when do they
need it?
In addition, Andrea distributes a short three-question survey to students at the end of
every session offered by her department in an attempt to get a sense of the participants’
immediate impressions. Andrea sees merit in a mixed methods approach to collecting
information about her programs: “I think [both quantitative and qualitative data] serve
quite different purposes and they’re both needed. So a good inquiry would have both
aspects available to me.” Andrea has noticed, however, that numbers seem to be valued
quite a bit by various stakeholders, particularly those to whom she is accountable.
Overall, Andrea looks for current trends by actively listening to students and reviewing
all available data: “And if a trend emerges, then we make changes based on the trend.”
When pursuing evaluative inquiry, it is important for Andrea to be working in
consultation and collaboration with key stakeholders. Her team meets regularly to plan
and review all the programs in the department. For Andrea, inquiry is a collective process
that involves discussion and debate amongst all the staff who are involved in that
program: “We are all present, sitting together-, we have those higher-order questions.
And that’s where we would bring ideas we’ve had-, observations we’ve had. We test out
possibilities. We bring data that are collected in different ways. And we look at all of
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that.” This collaborative effort with respect to evaluative inquiry is in large part due to the
organizational culture of the department:
It’s because we’re really aware of our identity as a unit. I haven’t thought of it
quite this way before, but I think that’s the case – that there is a need for everyone
to be informed and for us to have some agreement about who we are and how we
put ourselves out there … And I like it when people are all moving in the same
direction with purpose and clarity about what we’re doing, and clarity about how
we’re connected to one another.
Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
Establishing a clear purpose for pursuing evaluative inquiry enhances
collaboration among the staff in Andrea’s department. This clarity provides the team with
a sense of direction in the pursuit of common goals. One of the main purposes of
evaluation is to improve student learning outcomes. It is thus important to engage in a
process of defining the intended outcomes of a program or service:
The first one – I guess to take the highest kind of level on this, you know, are we-,
have we defined the outcomes – the expected outcomes – appropriately, because
we change the outcome from time-to-time depending on what we think is
reasonable and what we think people want. So the outcomes could change. And
then any kind of questions that we ask follow from that main question of, “How
are we doing with these expected outcomes?”
By frequently reviewing the expected student learning outcomes and evaluating how
effectively programs and services are facilitating these outcomes, there can be a renewed
focus on enhancing student learning and development. Andrea refers to this process of
evaluating outcomes as the touchstone that staff and administrators should always come
back to: “If we’re putting a [program or service] together … we have to remember the
reason. It can’t get lost in the detail of – oh, someone’s having a good time. Well that’s
nice, but it has to be evaluated against the expected outcomes.” Moreover, Andrea feels
that it is important to consider any possible unintended consequences that may arise as a
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result of student participation or engagement in an educational intervention: “Is anyone
disadvantaged by us changing what we presently do?”
Andrea has a strong passion for student services: “It matters to us, personally, that
we are meeting student needs – and a little beyond that actually – student wants, and that
we derive personal satisfaction from doing that.” To improve her own professional
practice, Andrea participates in national groups and professional associations. In the past,
Andrea has been recognized for her leadership role in sharing best practices. She feels a
sense of responsibility to contribute to her community of practice: “We have a sense of
responsibility, I think, on the national level as well. And [colleagues], in turn, tell us what
they’ve done and we learn about all that creative, interesting stuff that’s coming from
them.”
In addition, Andrea feels a sense of responsibility, as a leader and an
administrator, to pursue evaluation for the purpose of organizational development:
“There have been changes recently and we’re keeping a rough idea – track of numbers –
and why people come to see us because we might need to change up some job
descriptions eventually.” At the programmatic level, Andrea is constantly looking for any
strong trends that might inform planning and decision-making: “Do [the trends] suggest
something different than what we’re already doing? If they do, do we have the resources
to manage that? … Who would be advantaged by changing what we do in another
direction?” Andrea believes that it is crucial to find a balance among these issues and to
proceed cautiously when making programmatic changes: “Rather than a radical change,
let’s make some small changes off in this projected-, in this direction based on
projections about where we’re going in the future.” Furthermore, it is important to
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establish metrics or key performance indicators based on the changes so there is a way to
evaluate the effectiveness of the changes made to a program or service.
Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
The measurement of key performance indicators and metrics is crucial for
reporting and maintaining upward accountability. By remaining accountable to those to
whom she reports, Andrea stays up-to-date with respect to key organizational priorities
that are guiding the work of the division. Andrea is particularly mindful that the various
stakeholders involved in a program may be interested in different kinds of information: “I
would like for myself to be clear-headed about what I want to know [from an evaluation].
And what I personally might want to know might be different from what others – to
whom I’m accountable – would want to know.” This upward accountability ensures that
senior organizational leaders are informed when making decisions that have direct
implications for Andrea’s team.
Andrea believes that it is important to maintain accountability in all directions –
including how information goes outward in the organization. She is keen to share
evaluation findings with colleagues throughout the university who either work on similar
programs, or are involved with projects that complement the efforts of her department: “I
feel that we have a responsibility to [our colleagues] to share that information.” This
reporting of data to those who are external to the unit serves to help others understand the
work and impact of Andrea’s department:
The usefulness [of evaluative inquiry] is that I could take data-, I could take the
results of an inquiry out to others and have people who don’t want to kind of
wallow in all the-, the aspects of what we do, but people could see rather quickly a
pattern, a trend, a something or other-, the complexity – so that in effect, it would
be a way of helping others to understand what’s going on [with our programs and
services].
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For Andrea, an effective evaluative inquiry is one that looks into the future and
provides some direction: “I would like to have a sense of what outcome was-, you know,
not just why I was [pursuing evaluative inquiry], but how [findings were] going to be
used.” Pursuing evaluation should result in findings that can be used and applied to a
specific context, rather than “just satisfy some curiosity or need for [Andrea’s team] to
say that [they’ve] done something.” The practical application of findings is important to
Andrea because she recognizes that engaging in evaluative inquiry requires a
considerable investment of time and resources. Furthermore, a lack of intentionality with
respect to evaluation could negatively affect the credibility of the findings: “There are so
many bad surveys that, in fact, put students off surveys – that we’re not going to do
something unless we’re very, very confident that it’s going to be worth their while and
ours.”
Overcoming Challenges
Andrea is concerned about issues of credibility with respect to evaluative inquiry
because she feels that she lacks the expertise required to conduct an evaluation
effectively: “I’m not an expert on evaluation and I know it. And I think that inhibits me in
some ways.” Although she pursues inquiry in other ways to gather information and learn
about her programs, Andrea struggles with the process of selecting methods and
designing an instrument for data collection: “I would want to know that what I was doing
was rigourous enough to kind of produce something that was going to be reliable – that I
would know that this had value.” Andrea is sometimes skeptical about the data that she
collects because she is worried that she “[hasn’t] asked the question[s] in a way that
really expresses what [she] wants to know.” Although Andrea feels quite confident that
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she has learned helpful information from the questions that she has developed thus far,
she occasionally wonders, “How is it we even ask a question about something we don’t
know?” It can be challenging to determine what kind of information to gather in an
evaluative inquiry – a process that Andrea acknowledges has hindered her from pursuing
evaluation.
Andrea is additionally limited by the constraints of time and resources, which can
lead to a feeling of being overwhelmed: “We’re limited … to particular hours of the day,
of the week [and] … for many of us, it’s like little drops of water being added to the
bucket. Suddenly, the bucket is overflowing.” The lack of time to pursue evaluative
inquiry has been exacerbated in recent years by a dramatic surge in workload within the
department. There has been a greater number of students participating in the educational
workshops and service-oriented appointments offered by Andrea and her team.
Furthermore, conducting an evaluation requires resources, which have been increasingly
limited. In some years, there have been some additional student staff and volunteers to
help support the work of the department, but these resources vary from year-to-year: “So
we have to look at what those unique resources are-, the timing of when those resources
are there.” Overall though, Andrea has been feeling quite overwhelmed with the complex
and daunting task of engaging in evaluation efforts: “You need the expertise to help you
[pursue evaluative inquiry]. And I just-, I have great respect for people who do this well,
but I am quite frustrated with ineffective, time-consuming, and expensive evaluations.”
Since Andrea is ultimately responsible for the decisions that are made in her
department, she feels a sense of responsibility to overcome these challenges. Andrea
values the role of contextual knowledge and recognizes that those who are directly
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involved in program planning and implementation have a unique perspective: “I think
any of us, when we’re looking at our own work-, we have a really different set of needs
than somebody on the outside looking into it.” In addition, Andrea believes that there is
merit in the direct involvement of staff at the frontlines of program delivery in the
evaluation process. They are likely to be able to follow through on the application of
findings:
The strength of [an embedded approach to evaluation] is that it’s just lower to the
ground, that the people who suggest change – maybe they’re not the only ones
deciding on it – but they, you know, they draft it, they implement it. They are the
people who also have that survey-, or have that information. So I think it’s the
shortest route to getting something done.
The value of having someone who is external to the department lead the
evaluation process is that that person might be inclined to design the evaluation with a
different perspective: “It’s like any embedded anything – embedded journalists, whatever
– you can only see the question from your point of view.” Andrea feels that it would be
helpful to have specialists at the university, “so [staff and administrators] didn’t have to
all become experts on evaluation.” In this internal departmental model, the specialist
would be available to provide consultation and guidance to units that may be struggling
with evaluation design:
Whoever might be available to us might need to provide a wide range of
possibilities in terms of evaluation – and maybe it’s not a person-, maybe it’s
resources that are accessible that help us to understand [evaluation] in a flow chart
kind of way – what it is you want to do, what is the size of the population, what is,
what is – and that somehow you end up with a limited range of possibilities for
those evaluation methods, so that you might say to yourself, “Ah, I really want to
do a focus group, I think, from everything I’ve read.” That’s just the first step.
That at least lets you know when you’ve finally chosen what is likely the most
appropriate method for a particular question.
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Emma
Emma has been involved with numerous evaluation efforts over the years – not all
of which have been as successful as they could be. In the last decade or so, there has been
a shift towards using surveys as a tool to collect data and gather information about the
various programs and services in the student affairs division. In particular, surveys have
been designed to include a set of questions that measure student satisfaction: “A lot of
work was done in terms of tracking data and doing general surveys that I would say
mostly were what I would call a variation of satisfaction surveys, but they provided good
data.” These student satisfaction surveys typically dealt with more business-like issues in
an effort to enhance organizational effectiveness. With respect to program development,
Emma acknowledges that “as much as you can quantify and talk to students and get
qualitative data, there will ultimately come a feel for-, is the time right? [which] is a
combination of things that are very hard to quantify and qualify.” As a result, these
satisfaction surveys have not yet been fully implemented in a systematic way.
Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
This recent movement towards pursuing evaluative inquiry in a systematic way to
inform program planning and decision-making seems to be a relatively new concept in
student affairs: “I will start with the premise that inquiry or evaluation or assessment-,
because I see the words being somewhat the same-, the concepts are somewhat the same-,
is in many ways a newish – and I will say newish – phenomenon in the work that we do.”
Given the broad scope of inquiry, Emma does not believe that there is just one approach
to evaluation: “I think that the best evaluation or inquiry systems are ones that utilize a
variety of approaches and styles.”

97
One important approach is to regularly assess the needs of the diverse and
changing student demographic. Programs and services should always be filling a gap. If it
is a program that is meeting a demonstrated need, “it is usually a much easier sell than if
it is a program that hasn’t been thoroughly researched ... that doesn’t fit in a natural
progression with what it is that you are trying to do.” Emma values the opportunity to
hear from students about a program or service in an effort to gain a deeper understanding
of their unique perspective – alluding to the usefulness of listening to this unfiltered
voice:
Obviously, the beneficiaries or the users of the end product have a voice and that
is a very important voice, but it also is, what I would say, an unfiltered voice that
you need to gain specific information from very targeted areas in order for it to be
useful. So, I think, clearly you need to collect insight from those who use [the
programs and services].
To ensure that an evaluation is as robust and expansive as possible, Emma advocates for
the involvement of key stakeholders as a way to understand a program or service from
various perspectives at different levels of the organizational structure: “You need the
perspective from all groups and [to] bring it together and, I guess, ideally with a group
that would be representative, to a significant degree, of all of the players involved.”
Emma perceives evaluative inquiry as a thorough process of assessing needs and
collecting information from these various stakeholder groups in an attempt to solve a
problem: “It does come back to the who, what, when, where, why of any type of review
... you start with a concept [for a program or service] and you want to have that visioning
idea. In many ways, you are solving a problem.” Since problems are often situated in a
particular context, Emma feels that it is crucial for evaluative inquiry to be aligned with
the broader university strategy, such as academic plans and the strategic framework,
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which are then distilled into departmental priorities: “I think it does come back to-, what
we are looking for is to see what the alignment is with what we are offering-, with
coming back to the goals and objectives and the priority initiatives that we have stated.”
Throughout the evaluation process, it is important to consider the cultural and political
context and climate for pursuing evaluation: “[You have to] understand when is the right
time to press forward to make it successful. That is kind of the politics, in some cases, of
what it is that you want to do.”
Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
As part of a broader university strategy to enhance teaching and learning at
Queen’s, there has been a recent shift towards a greater emphasis on student learning
outcomes. This renewed focus on student learning and development has provided a
unique opportunity to look at co-curricular programs and services in the same way as an
educational curriculum – with knowledge, skills, and attitudes as the foundational pieces.
In this way, evaluative inquiry can serve as a way to “measure whether or not students
increased their knowledge, increased their skills, or had a change in attitude based on
[participation or engagement in] the programs.” With this new context, Emma has
recently been moving “from [measuring] satisfaction into really understanding what [is]
important in terms of overall student success versus just what students themselves said
that they liked or didn’t like.” Finding evidence of student learning allows Emma to work
with her team to select the best educational tools and develop programs and services that
will be effective and impactful: “In any educational institution, the purpose is to advance
knowledge-, is to advance skills – it is to facilitate student success. But until you then
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say-, well, okay, how do you break those things down-, how do you know when you’ve
gotten there?”
To help facilitate the multifaceted process of student learning and development,
there needs to be a comprehensive set of co-curricular programs and services that are
constantly being evaluated and updated. These efforts in program planning and
improvement, in turn, enhance institutional effectiveness. Emma believes that the main
purpose of pursuing evaluative inquiry is “to ensure that you are doing the right set of
things [in an educational intervention] that achieve the goals that you have set out.” By
gathering data on a regular basis, it is possible to be responsive to changing student needs
and institutional priorities in a dynamic way:
[It is important to] move back into the broader issues of what is it that we are
trying to achieve here. And to always move back a little bit into that visionary
aspect of the process – because that way, I think, is where you get the dynamic
opportunity to move and shape and tailor whatever it is that you are doing to
continue to meet the goals and priorities, which usually evolve over time. So it is
the dynamic side of it.
Moreover, the findings from an evaluative inquiry can be helpful with respect to the
prioritization of initiatives within a department. This decision-making process is quite
complex and requires evidence to support the policies and programs that are ultimately
implemented: “Usually, you are faced with multiple questions that you need to respond to
and you then start to evaluate between this option versus this option or solving this
problem versus that problem … it is not always possible to be all things to all people.”
Emma sees the potential in evaluative inquiry as a way to be adaptive and to
promote organizational learning and development. Pursuing evaluation allows student
affairs staff and administrators to remain up-to-date with both the internal and external
factors that influence change. Since student needs, learning outcomes, and institutional
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goals and priorities are constantly evolving and situated in the context of a dynamic
environment, it is crucial to frequently evaluate what is being done. Emma is personally
committed to organizational learning given her educational background: “I came with the
idea that in terms of the cycle of whatever you are doing, you plan, you organize, you
direct, control, you evaluate – and then you start again. So that whole evaluation process,
I think, has always been part of my thinking.” This commitment to inquiry helps Emma
to keep evaluation in the forefront of her mind throughout the program planning and
implementation process.
Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
Emma devotes considerable efforts to pursuing evaluative inquiry because she
finds that it is important for maintaining accountability. Before engaging her team in an
evaluation, Emma determines the key priorities and information needs of her superiors
and focuses on these specific requirements: “I think there is a bit about having to figure
out what goes up – and you spend more time and effort and more, I would say, detailed
data collection on-, versus things that you might work on [internally].” In addition to this
upward accountability, there is a need to report findings out to various external
stakeholders. The administrators from other units may have some contextual knowledge
or detailed insight into certain parts of the data, which has the potential to impact Emma’s
own work:
Just by nature of our roles and how we are structured, that we are not always
privileged to other factors that can impact what we do. So it needs to move
beyond that-, into different realms, if you will, in order to really be fully looked at
– and comprehensively looked at.
Since it is quite uncommon for programs to be situated exclusively in one unit – without
some aspect of it being owned or shared by different departments – Emma believes that it
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is critical to disseminate findings to all those who are involved in some way with the
program or service.
Additionally, Emma finds evaluation findings to be helpful for informing her
decisions related to the allocation of funds to the various programs and services in her
portfolio. Using evidence-based decision-making is becoming embedded in the processes
of the university, particularly in the budget process: “Now we are looking for benchmarks
– data that would support our budget ask.” This greater emphasis on the use of empirical
data in the budget allocation process means that it is becoming increasingly valuable for
Emma and her team to demonstrate the extent to which goals and outcomes are being
realized: “If we want to devote funds or resources to a particular project or program, we
need to be able to say not only what the goals are … but how we can demonstrate that the
learning outcomes are being achieved.”
Emma considers a good evaluation to be one that achieves its intended purpose or
goal. She perceives evaluation to be distinct from research in that there is an opportunity
to contextualize and operationalize findings by applying them in a practical way. In pure
research, the findings are contributing to knowledge; however, with evaluative inquiry,
“you need to, at some point in time, put some parameters on it, or take aspects of it, in
order to harness it for an application.” In some ways, Emma views evaluation as a
business concept – one that involves acquiring knowledge for a pragmatic purpose:
“Certainly there is that tension all the time between what I call-, everything is marketdriven versus in education where you are doing research for pure research sake.”
Although it is sometimes appropriate to conduct research for the purpose of advancing
knowledge, Emma believes that it is important to “always keep in sight of the fact that
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some of the tools and the approaches that the business world uses can be adapted to
provide [staff] with greater insight and ways to facilitate and plan for what [they] do.”
Overcoming Challenges
Emma acknowledges that those who are tasked with conducting an evaluation
may not necessarily have the expertise to do it: “This was a challenge and it still is a
challenge because ... we [don’t] have the in-house expertise or the resources to develop
the instruments that would be useable and give us a type of information that we [need].”
This lack of knowledge and skills in evaluative inquiry can lead to a feeling of being
overwhelmed or even a fear of evaluation. These negative feelings are exacerbated by the
paucity of existing tools that can be used by student affairs staff and administrators who
lack the expertise needed: “We [don’t] have any developed instruments that we could
rely on.” However, Emma is optimistic and feels that all staff across the division could
benefit from a greater understanding of evaluation through increased research studies and
opportunities for training:
I think that in many ways there is a perception that assessment/inquiry/evaluation
is harder than it is, and that we only need to leave it to the experts – and to a
degree that is true, but I think that there are many things that we can do.
Emma is aware that conducting research or evaluative inquiry can take a lot of
time. She wonders, “Is this really the best use of my time? Is this hour best spent doing
this or should I be doing that?” This internal dialogue reveals the constant tension
between pursuing evaluative inquiry and attending to other priorities. Emma believes that
there is an appropriate amount of time to spend on each phase of the program planning
cycle: “If you spend too much time thinking about the problem, you are limiting the
success of the outcome because you have already skewed too much time and energy into
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just thinking about the problem. At some point in time, you need to make a decision and
move on.” For Emma, the decision to pursue evaluative inquiry should involve
determining the requirements with respect to staff time and commitment, and then
deciding whether or not it is worthwhile to invest the resources needed.
Given the current climate of fiscal responsibility, Emma emphasizes the
importance of considering how pursuing evaluative inquiry can offer added value in
relation to the amount of resources required to effectively evaluate a program or service.
There is an inherent opportunity cost to all program decisions that are made, including
decisions about conducting an evaluation:
If there are no more resources to add more people on to do [evaluation], then what
are we stopping to do over here? And what is the cost? Which again, every time
you remove something, there is a loss of some sort – you are always making hard
choices because you can’t do it all.
In some cases, it is necessary to rely on less scientific data to move forward with a
program “because it is always that tug between having all of the information that we
ideally would like in a form that would be most helpful, in a timeframe that we can do it
in [and] at a cost that we can manage.” A high-quality evaluation does not necessarily
need to take a lot of time, money, or effort. It can be simple, as long as it meets the
information needs of the program that is being evaluated.
The concept of program evaluation has increasingly become a priority at Queen’s.
It is becoming embedded in the processes of the university, and it is now part of the
mission and mandate of the student affairs division: “I think it is embedded in everything
that we do and so, in my role, it is part and parcel of almost every discussion in some
context or other.” Although evaluation may be embedded in Emma’s day-to-day work in
her role, she recognizes that the approach to evaluative inquiry can vary depending on the
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unique skills and background of the person or group that is providing direct leadership to
the evaluation process. Emma alludes to the important role of embracing an inquiry
mindset – to constantly think about evaluation in an effort to understand the breadth and
scope of programs and services.
In the evaluation process, Emma finds it crucial to involve not only those who
conceive and provide direction to programs, but also those at the frontlines of program
implementation:
Clearly, it is essential, in my mind, that certain aspects ... are embedded at the unit
level because that is the group that is living that. They are the ones who get up in
the morning and think about that thing that they are doing. It is their blood, sweat,
and tears that have been invested in doing it. So, in many ways, you could say that
they are the most important voice because they are the ones that are constantly
getting all of this information and feedback and material, and thinking about what
it is that we are doing. So, I would say that having an “embedded” model is
essential.
The disadvantage is that these program coordinators may have more of a one-minded
approach since they have a detailed understanding of the scope, complexity, and the
various issues associated with the program: “You buy-in to the philosophy, you get
wedded to your ideas, and so you may be less objective – that you may unconsciously
write for the test, if you will; you develop the evaluation technique to fit the program as
you view it.” In this way, independent third-party evaluators may offer an advantage
“because new eyes see things that those who are working with it either can’t or don’t
want to see.” In an ideal world, Emma envisions having a group of experts in evaluative
inquiry whom staff can consult for guidance in terms of how to design and conduct an
evaluation effectively.
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Heather
In her various roles, Heather has been interested in program evaluation. Having
been involved in several evaluation efforts, she appreciates that there is a direct linkage
between evaluative inquiry and program planning: “Planning and evaluation are the two
flip sides of the same thing. And it’s hard for me to talk about evaluation without talking
about planning. Because it’s how I set up the planning – the evaluation is embedded in
it.” Heather views evaluative inquiry as an integral part of the program planning cycle;
however, she acknowledges that her team does not yet have a systematic way of
evaluating the department’s programs and services: “I mean – when you get the random
comments back, of course, but that’s not a systematic thing, but it certainly happens and
that can sometimes be very illustrative because it’s things you might not even think to
ask.” Heather relies heavily on anecdotal feedback gathered from both students and the
staff involved in program implementation and service delivery. Although she does not
necessarily have a systematic way of getting feedback from students, Heather has been
working towards setting up a formal mechanism for collecting data. In particular, she has
been striving for some standardization in the methods used across the various workshops
and one-on-one appointments:
So some standardization that-, once you get comfortable with using that [method],
you get to use it in various things – so that every time we do something, we’re not
learning a new methodology for it. I think that makes it way easier for staff and
way easier for me, because then everything looks the same and it’s so much easier
to review [the data].
Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
To learn about the programs and services in her department, Heather currently
uses a variety of methods to collect information. There are workshop feedback forms for
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the educational sessions facilitated by the staff and evaluation forms for the individual
services, such as one-on-one appointments offered by both staff and upper-year peer
mentors. Since the appointments can be difficult to evaluate, Heather uses a stats tracking
spreadsheet as a quantitative measurement: “[The] stats tracking spreadsheet, I think, is a
key evaluation tool – it’s just making sure that the things we’re doing, we are actually
recording and recording it regularly and then reviewing it.”
Heather and her team conducted a couple of focus groups last year to get input
into a specific program – the findings from which were used to inform the planning of
this year’s event: “We got some great information from students that helped us confirm
some of the ways they were thinking about the event and what they’d really like to see,
that we then used in this year’s planning.” As well, Heather regularly conducts informal
focus groups with the work-study students in her office as a way to pilot test the
questions being asked. Heather is keen to use focus groups because she believes that
qualitative data enhance the usefulness of the findings: “You really need a thorough
qualitative assessment of the community and what they’re understanding – and that will
give you what you can use.” Using a mixed methods approach to evaluative inquiry
allows Heather to better understand whether or not learning objectives have been met.
She is open to trying new methods in an effort to learn about her department’s programs
and services.
Throughout the process of evaluative inquiry, Heather values the opportunity to
consult regularly with the various stakeholders involved. Working in partnership with
those who are personally invested in the findings enhances the process and followthrough: “I see my role as making sure that all staff who are involved feel that they are an
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important part of that process of asking questions, giving their feedback, reviewing the
feedback … we do it together collectively.” This collaborative effort means that the
members of Heather’s staff review the feedback forms, stats tracking spreadsheets, and
focus group questions as a team:
It’s okay to ask questions though-, we’re all going through this together-, figuring
it out-, there’s-, acknowledging there’s no one right way to do all of this – so it’s
not like we’re working on the perfect evaluation. It’s together-, we’re figuring out
what makes sense for us and it-, it doesn’t need to meet some kind of external
criteria necessarily.
Heather finds it helpful for staff to be aware of “where we’re going, why we’re going
there, and to get feedback on how we’re doing,” as it helps keep the team on track and
moving forward in the right direction. In addition, Heather is mindful that it is important
to contextualize this spirit of inquiry in the overall university plan and strategic
framework.
Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
The newly published strategic framework at Queen’s has been responsible in
large part for influencing a recent shift towards the identification and assessment of
learning outcomes. Thus far, Heather and her team have primarily been tracking stats,
such as student participation rates and number of sessions offered. However, this renewed
focus on student learning has motivated her to begin articulating and codifying the
learning outcomes associated with the various workshops and one-on-one appointments
offered by her department: “So in our development of the actual curriculum, it’s starting
with the end in mind-, and then what we do in the feedback forms is try to evaluate –
have we met those objectives?” Although the learning objectives may differ across
students, Heather is particularly keen to ensure that all students are moving forward in
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their personal growth and development. She acknowledges, however, that it can be
challenging to assess learning outcomes, since the learning process is so complex and
integrated: “How do you evaluate where people are at in a process? … Because if
students are in a process, at what point do you evaluate where they are in the process?”
Heather frequently turns to her counterparts at other institutions for guidance on
how to address these complex issues. She finds this consultation to be beneficial in
understanding the successes and challenges that her colleagues are experiencing –
particularly those who work with similar operations in different institutional contexts:
“[Having] a chance to talk with your colleagues about how are you doing this and share
the actual documents that you use – that’s really, really valuable.” By engaging with her
community of practice, Heather is able to not only draw on existing resources for her
staff, but also to use these tools to help inform her own decision-making: “What are my
colleagues doing in other schools that we can borrow or duplicate? And that feeds into
some of the choices I make.” Heather’s colleagues are generally keen to share relevant
research, successful practices, and sample survey questions with the members of their
professional network. This feedback encourages Heather to improve her own practice,
which is important as it helps her role model being a reflective practitioner to her team:
[Being a] reflective practitioner … is that each of us are regularly-, and I have an
amazing team for this-, they [pursue evaluation] because they want to-, you know
looking at our own work and what are we learning and how are we growing and
what are we contributing – and so it goes right down into the individual staff
member’s role.
Heather’s personal commitment to inquiry is driven by her natural curiosity: “I mean
bottom line, I think I would just do this, because it’s just who I am … it’s just a natural
way of being is that I just-, that’s just how I think and operate.”
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This curiosity motivates Heather to evaluate processes in an effort to enhance
institutional effectiveness. She refers to collecting data such as, “did [students] feel
welcome, was [the appointment] smooth, was the advisor on time … did [students] have
a good experience in the info session, did they get everything they need, were we fast-,
did we respond quickly?” Gathering information related to the inputs and processes
allows Heather to improve efficiency by understanding the amount of resources required
to run a particular program relative to the outcomes that are achieved: “Because
evaluation is-, you’re evaluating against your objectives and whether you’ve delivered on
your plans and the outcomes. And it’s looking at all of the input, processes, and outcomes
– all those components to how you’re delivering your services.”
For Heather, one of the main purposes of program evaluation is quality
improvement: “The major driving [purpose] is quality improvement. I mean I think that
we do-, we set our goals and then we measure against those goals, in order to provide the
best services we can for our students.” When it comes to improving the quality of
programs and services, Heather looks for data that can be used to make specific program
changes and relies heavily on evaluation as a tool to inform her decision-making. Having
evidence to support one’s rationale is crucial “so that decisions aren’t just-, decisions are
then very transparent and understandable.”
Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
Transparency is a fundamental part of reporting findings effectively to key
stakeholders. For the past couple of years, Heather has prepared an annual report to
include strategic plans, performance indicators, and evaluation findings: “We’re able to
put [data in the annual report]-, we know what we want to say at the end of the year – and
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then being able to extract from that a summary that can be shared with our academic
partners and other [student affairs units].” By disseminating findings to the various
stakeholders, Heather can help on-campus partners to become more aware of the
important work happening in her unit, and ideally to see the positive impact of her team’s
efforts. In addition, this annual report provides an opportunity for Heather to
communicate information upwards in an effort to remain accountable to those to whom
she reports: “Reporting is so important for accountability, but also for communicating
what we’re doing – so reporting up through [my supervisor] and where else it goes up,
but then out.”
Heather alludes to other external pressures that motivate her to disseminate
findings: “We’ve been seeing over the last 10 to 15 years, a greater emphasis on
accountability. I mean, at universities, there’s a greater and greater emphasis on
accountability and that filters through the institutions-, each institution looks very
different.” Moreover, the provincial government has recently been expecting more of
colleges and universities, which contributes to the urgent need to have strong evidence to
support the programs and services: “We need to have better metrics and evaluation to tell
our story with evidence.”
This need for evidence-informed decision-making and reporting pushes Heather
to ensure that the utility and application of findings remain at the forefront throughout the
evaluation process: “[Findings have to be] useful [so] you can do something with them. I
think that evaluations-, you can do a lot of research and evaluation that gives you a lot of
information, but you’re not always sure that you can act on it.” Moreover, Heather feels
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that it is crucial to consider how findings will be utilized very early on in the evaluation
process:
If we don’t think about how we want to make our decisions after the [evaluation
is finished], we don’t frame the questions in ways that then allow us to use that
information … you [have to] set it up so that it’s going to be useful … [by]
starting with what are we trying to accomplish and what decisions are we trying to
make and then setting up the [evaluation] to get there.
By designing an evaluation with usefulness in mind, Heather can ensure that she is only
collecting information that can be applied to programmatic changes: “A very simple –
overly simple – [example of an impractical question] is … 'What did you think of the
location?' But we had no alternative location to go to. Why ask that question? You can’t
act on it.” Heather feels very strongly about designing evaluations that are utilizationfocused so that the recommended changes reflected in the findings are within the scope of
her authority.
Evaluations can sometimes “become more cumbersome and research-focused
than utilization-focused.” Heather appreciates the role and value of research; however,
she acknowledges that the goals of a research project are different than those of a
utilization-focused evaluation. While it is great to be able to write and publish a research
paper on a particular program or service, it may not necessarily offer the information that
Heather requires to make changes or improvements to a program: “And so you ask
different questions and you do different things and it takes significant time to go through
a full research project often and I just-, and sometimes that’s not what you need.” Heather
describes the experience of several colleagues at another university, who had recently
decided to pursue a rigourous research study to better understand one of the services
offered at their institution:
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They partnered with researchers on campus. They got funding for it. They were
able to publish the results. I went to one of their conference presentations. But
frankly, they didn’t find out much more than they just knew already … They
invested significant resources to make it a research project, as opposed to-, our
little tools tell us the same thing – and it didn’t give them anything they could act
on. So it was good in many ways, because maybe they engaged the academic side
of the house a little bit more … but it didn’t actually help in the decision-making
about how to run the service better … To me, all of this is about decision-making.
Overcoming Challenges
In Heather’s experience, time is overwhelmingly the greatest challenge to
pursuing evaluative inquiry. Her role is extremely action-oriented, so it can be difficult to
find the time to evaluate the programs and services in her department: “The biggest
challenge is we’re so busy doing things that it’s hard to [pursue evaluation] … asking the
questions that get you what you can actually use takes time.” Even when Heather has the
opportunity to select a method and create an instrument with a set of key questions, she
“[doesn’t] often have that time to pilot it with a small group [of students] and then refine
it.” Heather finds that it is important to acknowledge to her staff that pursuing evaluative
inquiry can be time-consuming: “I have to make sure I leave time for this sort of thing –
so if I’m asking staff to do [evaluation], I have to recognize it’s going to take some time.”
Heather now allocates time during team meetings and staff retreats to discuss evaluation
efforts as a way to ensure that her team is being given the opportunity to actively engage
in evaluative inquiry.
However, Heather believes that it would not be an appropriate use of time and
resources to evaluate all the programs and services on a regular basis: “It’s [a process of]
looking at the whole unit and what are the questions we need to ask this year and what do
we need to focus on because we can’t evaluate everything all the time.” From a staffing
and resource perspective, it’s about deciding how much data are enough: “We’ve been

113
giving out-, for years and years, every student who comes to a workshop gets a feedback
form. We have mounds – literally mounds – of forms. I mean, is that a good use of our
time [to analyze all those data]?” To avoid being overloaded and overwhelmed with data,
Heather encourages her team to evaluate specific aspects of a program at defined periods
throughout the year. It can at times be difficult to generate staff buy-in to pursue
evaluation as there may be a perception that the individual is being evaluated. Heather is
mindful about ensuring that her team does not feel threatened or as if they are being put
on the spot unnecessarily: “It’s so important that-, especially with evaluation – evaluation
is sensitive, if you’re being evaluated.”
In addition, staff may be reluctant to pursue evaluative inquiry due to a lack of
expertise. Heather acknowledges that it can be challenging to develop the skills and tools
to conduct an evaluation: “So our expertise and level of skill in designing evaluation
would be one [challenge] so we can-, we’ll talk about, yes we want it utilization-focused,
but are we able to actually do that? It’s complex … asking good questions is extremely
complex.” The reality is that many student affairs staff will not have had training in
evaluative inquiry, so it would be helpful to consult someone who has expertise and can
act as a resource to inform the evaluation process. Although Heather has been involved
with numerous evaluation studies throughout her career, she still would not consider
herself an expert. She personally would appreciate the opportunity to seek the advice and
guidance of someone who is both internal to the organization, and also at the forefront of
evaluation practice.
Heather is cognizant that it may be easier to dismiss the findings when an
evaluation is conducted by someone who is external to the department: “When someone
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external does [the evaluation], there are easier ways to dismiss the results, you know-,
they didn’t really get the nuances of what happens in [the department], so I’m not sure
that we should act on that.” However, in an embedded model, the staff member has an
intimate familiarity and understanding of the contextual nuances that may impact the
evaluation process. In addition, there may be a greater sense of ownership and followthrough if there’s involvement of the staff members who are at the frontlines of program
delivery and implementation: “The embedded internal-, what I like about it is that when
ownership-, when staff owns something, they’re more invested and I think they have
important insights on their own.” If individuals develop a sense of personal responsibility
to pursue evaluation, there would be a greater likelihood of following through on the
recommendations that emerge from the findings. Since Heather views program planning
and evaluation both to be strategic processes that complement each other, it makes sense
that the pursuit of evaluative inquiry is embedded at the unit level.
As it is her responsibility to oversee the strategic planning process, Heather feels
that it is her role to ensure that her team is making decisions based on evidence and data.
The impetus for pursuing evaluative inquiry usually comes from Heather. As the liaison
between her unit and the key stakeholders at the administrative level, she is aware of
division-wide priorities that may dictate the kinds of information that need to be collected
in an evaluation. The other part of Heather’s role is to assign who is responsible for
which parts of the inquiry and then coordinate the evaluation process. This delegation can
be difficult because “not everyone has the same skills and the same understanding and
ability to review data and strategy at the same time.” Consequently, Heather must
determine who has the technical expertise to carry out the evaluation, while at the same
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time ensuring that everyone is engaged in the process and feels a sense of ownership.
Fortunately, this decision-making comes naturally to Heather: “For me, it’s just like any-,
it’s just actually an embedded part of my leadership. I don’t even think of it as something
separate any more.”
Furthermore, the staff members at the frontlines of program delivery are an
important part of the evaluation process. In particular, Heather finds that there needs to be
one person who is accountable for conducting an evaluation, so as to avoid diluting the
responsibility. This individual would then work in collaboration with Heather to set up
the evaluation design and ensure that others whom the findings may impact are part of
the feedback loop. Heather describes an example of an evaluation process that was
implemented this past fall term:
One staff member was tasked with leading the [evaluation]. But what they did
was-, I gave them examples from several other schools that I’d collected, so they
reviewed ideas. They drafted objectives; they drafted questions [and] brought it to
a team meeting. All of the [staff] engaged with it, gave feedback, [and] fine-tuned
it. [The project lead then] took it away, came back again with the next draft, and
then she made it happen.

Kelly
Kelly describes her current approach to evaluative inquiry as a bit of a “mixed bag
of things.” She frequently gathers facts and figures related to event attendance and
participation rates – statistics that are both informative and easy to collect: “Things like
just your regular statistics-taking-, [something] easy to do that is not in-depth research-,
who’s attending [the program].” In addition, Kelly relies heavily on anecdotal feedback
gathered from students informally as a way to obtain testimonials in support of a program
or service: “We do things very anecdotally, like always trying to get testimonials from
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students, for instance.” Although this data-gathering is a somewhat informal process,
Kelly finds it helpful to inform her work.
Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
Over the past couple of years, there has been a shift at Queen’s University
towards an increased focus on the assessment and evaluation of programs and services in
a more systematic way. Kelly welcomes the opportunity to formalize and codify the
process of information-gathering to approach program evaluation with greater
intentionality:
We know we have to do [evaluation] and [the data are] there and we have it, but
we utilize it on an as-needed basis and maybe we could be a little bit more
intentional and systematic about making sure we tie the loop and we have these
completed reports, projects, analysis – and disseminate it to the right people.
Kelly considers this proactive pre-planning process to be really important: “The last few
projects ... even though we already had a template, we actually kind of went back to the
basics and looked at everything from the beginning.” Several years ago, Kelly was
involved with a committee that reviewed an established student survey tool, which
ultimately provided greater clarity with respect to the data being collected: “When I came
on board, we had a survey, but I don’t think we were really clear about what we were
trying to understand from [it]. And then different student groups were doing their
surveys, and we weren’t really talking to them about what we were [doing].” By
consulting and collaborating with various key stakeholders, Kelly has been able to
enhance the way that her team approaches evaluative inquiry.
Kelly appreciates being able to develop a mixed methods approach to evaluative
inquiry. The recent implementation of some focus groups has complemented the use of
surveys, which have had a really good response rate in the past: “Focus groups are a big
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thing because, I mean, just talking directly to students [is really valuable], but surveys
really are as well very-, have been very useful.” Receiving qualitative comments directly
from students provides Kelly with a unique opportunity to assess student needs: “It’s like
a need assessment and a demographic-, profile of the demographic to understand not only
what they need, but how will they engage with that need, which might provide some
information on different ways to design a program.”
Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
The method or approach to program evaluation that Kelly pursues depends a great
deal on the purposes and goals of the inquiry: “[I need to be] really clear about what do
we think the need is [for evaluative inquiry], how do we collect that information about
the need, what outcomes are we trying to achieve and are they actually realistic?” To
enhance the broader student learning experience at Queen’s, there has been a greater
emphasis on learning outcomes at the program level. Consequently, Kelly is particularly
keen to develop tools to assess these outcomes: “[We are beginning the process of]
mapping out what are the tools that-, what are all the possible tools that could achieve or
assess the outcomes that we’re looking at.” By devoting efforts to evaluating the learning
outcomes of co-curricular programs and services, Kelly is constantly looking for ways to
improve student learning and development.
Kelly is spending more time engaging with her community of practice to learn
about the resources and tools that are being used at other institutions: “I do that more – a
lot – in terms of looking at what’s out there already, what are other people saying about
things? … So more about what are they doing, the consultations, [and] the listservs.”
Kelly frequently uses this listserv as a way to improve her own professional practice by
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consulting her counterparts at other universities and to collect some comparative data
about her programs and services:
I mean, as simple as a question goes out to the listserv and then you get
immediately-, this data comes back and so you have like a nice kind of
comparative – even though it’s not necessarily empirical, but you’re starting to
collect comparative information about effectiveness, what’s working, what’s not
working – so on that grassroots level.
In addition, Kelly engages with her peer network by participating in conferences. In this
way, she is able to remain knowledgeable about the key issues, relevant theories, and best
practices of her colleagues: “[I am] a bit more mindful around not only going to
conferences to collect information but being mindful of contributing to those conferences.
So that makes us a little bit more diligent around doing evaluation and research and
assessment, right?” This keen interest to present findings at conferences motivates Kelly
to pursue the rigour of research: “[We choose] to go through ethics because we actually
want to be a little bit more rigourous in collecting information so that we can share it with
a broader audience and start to contribute to the theory-building and the best practices out
there.” Kelly frequently relies on the student affairs literature to better understand the
always changing research landscape in specific functional areas.
Kelly’s philosophy on evaluative inquiry is that it actively contributes to and
promotes organizational learning. She encourages all her staff – particularly those at the
managerial level – to consider, “What do you need to know, like what’s the motivation
you need to have, the competence you need to have? What’s the basic knowledge set and
some skills [needed], if it’s supposed to be now a new expectation?” By adopting this
inquiry mindset and thinking critically and strategically about the various co-curricular
programs and services, Kelly believes that managers can develop a greater understanding

119
of the contextual nuances that contribute to institutional effectiveness. Kelly personally
cares very much that the programs and services in her portfolio are impactful and
meaningful to students in a positive way.
Kelly values the role of evaluative inquiry in determining whether or not
programs that were effective at other institutions can be successful at Queen’s. In her
experience, it can be easy to assume a portfolio of programs and think, “Okay, these are
the set of programs that we should be doing because (a) they’ve always been done or (b)
that’s what other schools do.” For Kelly, it is important to use evaluative inquiry to
understand the contextual differences among institutions to determine the extent to which
programs and services can be transferable:
Certainly, there’s things that are across-the-board transferable. And in terms of
our audience – a post-secondary student population – and the impact of our
programs on them, there are going to be some things that are relatable and
transferable in terms of learning and just-, we could say on some level since this
program was already tested and evaluated and shown to be effective in this-, in a
different context, that there will be some effectiveness or efficacy in our context
to some extent. But I don’t think it’s-, we can’t always rely on that because
contexts do differ.
Even when programs and services from other institutions are implemented at Queen’s,
Kelly believes that it is crucial to continually evaluate them in an effort to ensure the
sustainability of the program. In some cases, evaluative inquiry plays a key role in
program decision-making: “Sometimes it merely is just being able to justify why we’re
continuing a program.”
Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
The need to justify the added value of an initiative and to make decisions about
whether to continue or terminate a program is tied to “the fact that [Kelly has] had to rely
a lot more on some donor funds.” Consequently, there is a greater sense of accountability
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for programs and their impact on students. With external funders, in particular, more
frequent follow-up is required as donors are usually very interested to see the results of
evaluation efforts. This additional layer of accountability motivates Kelly and her team to
make the time to pursue evaluative inquiry in a way that is rigourous, and then to
disseminate findings to the relevant stakeholders. This process has been informative and
helpful, particularly for a new donor-funded pilot program that was recently
implemented:
We’re running a new pilot program, and it’s not a research [study] per se in terms
of having ethics approval in that sense, but we are systematically assessing-,
because it’s important to know if we’re-, this is about [student] success – if there
is an actual improvement in students’ success. This intervention is pretty costly,
so we need to know that the cost and the intervention is actually giving us the
results.
Even when a program is not funded by an external donor, it is crucial to disseminate
findings internally: “No one’s pressuring us in terms of doing [evaluation], but there are
going to be questions about, ‘How do you know that it’s working?’ So for our own good
business sense to do [evaluation], but also be able to respond.”
This internal reporting should be targeted to a specific audience and should
respond to any inquiries that stakeholders might have about the programs and services
being evaluated. It is beneficial to consider the unique information needs of the target
audience even before conducting an evaluative inquiry: “Why do we want to evaluate and
then for whom? Is it internal programmatic evaluation that’s going to just be for the
purposes of letting us know if we’re on the right track?” Findings do not necessarily need
to be disseminated broadly for them to be useful: “[Some evaluation findings have] been
a very good internal tool for us to know what kind of impacts are there.” If programs are
evaluated on an annual basis, there is an added opportunity to establish consistency for
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some longitudinal data. For one of the programs, Kelly is able to look back at three years
of data to inform program planning and decision-making:
It’s not enough to say, ‘well, the literature says this’ or ‘studies have shown this’
or ‘experts in the field say that.’ All of that’s really, really good, but at some
point, I found that people want to see that your own program actually at the local
level is seeing some of those benefits.
The first question that people always ask Kelly is, “You did this program, we’re really
interested in it – What were the outcomes?” While evaluation may have tended to fall by
the wayside in the past, these new expectations now make it difficult to move forward
with a program without evidence or data: “And we should expect it of ourselves,
absolutely. But where we might say, ‘oh, this year we’re not going to do [evaluation],’
we have others that expect it.” Furthermore, Kelly has increasingly endeavoured to
involve faculty members in the evaluation process in an effort to lend some credibility to
the findings.
Kelly believes that “it goes without saying that [evaluation] just has to be a part of
the work that [she does] in order to try to identify the right goals and determine that [her
team is] actually doing things that are impactful and effective.” Within the student affairs
field, there is a new expectation that staff and administrators are able to clearly articulate
how empirical data inform program decision-making. To manage the scope and depth of
an evaluation, it is particularly important to consider the utility and application of
findings: “What is its best use? It’s not always going to [be] for publishing an article or
presenting at a conference. It may be because you’re building allies. It may be because
you’re sustaining [a program].”

122
Overcoming Challenges
With this greater emphasis on evidence-based decision-making, Kelly now
devotes considerable time and effort to pursue evaluative inquiry: “I end up working 24/7
to get [evaluations] done because [it] is important. It has to get done, right? I mean,
whereas we maybe-, it could fall by the wayside, we just can’t now.” The limitations of
time are overwhelming for Kelly and act as the greatest challenge to conducting an
evaluation. Consequently, she is always considering how the findings will be utilized,
which guides her decisions about the depth and rigour of a study: “You don’t want to be
intrusive, ask too many questions or take up a lot of time doing this work if you’re not
really clear about what is it that you’re trying to achieve at the end of the day.” Kelly has
been involved with evaluations in which data were collected, but not analyzed or
interpreted to inform program decision-making, therefore defeating the purpose of
pursuing evaluative inquiry.
However, Kelly recognizes that there is an opportunity cost to evaluation,
particularly for staff members who work within defined hours of the day: “I’m involved a
lot in [evaluation] because you can’t expect necessarily people at a certain level who are
working nine to five to do this work, if you don’t have a dedicated person [to engage in
evaluation efforts].” Many staff in student affairs may not have the knowledge and skills
to implement an evaluation, or the time that it requires to do it well. Furthermore, there
may be some hesitancy among the staff, unless Kelly is able to clearly articulate the
rationale for evaluative inquiry:
Sometimes there may be-, depending on the personalities or depending on the
context, there could be reluctance to spending time on it. Why are we-, why do we
need to spend time on this- or don’t we already know-, or this is all just
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theoretical, there’s work already out there. So establishing the value of it and then
getting-, it’s the buy-in and support.
As a result of these challenges with respect to staff time and expertise, evaluative
inquiry has become incorporated into Kelly’s role: “As administrators … [it’s just] part
and parcel of all the work that needs to get done. So there isn’t necessarily a real cost
other than our time.” Kelly’s role includes making sure that the appropriate stakeholders
are involved with the evaluation, liaising with the various departments, generating buy-in
and support, writing the proposal, submitting documents for ethics clearance if required,
and contributing to the design of questions. In some ways, Kelly compares her position to
that of a principal investigator. To guide her work in evaluative inquiry, Kelly frequently
draws on her own skills, educational background, and previous professional experiences.
Although she was not necessarily hired to act as a lead on research projects or evaluation
studies, Kelly is keen to contribute her knowledge and skillset to this work because she is
personally committed to inquiry: “I care that [the programs] are actually impactful. I’m
never someone who-, I am just by-, I think by nature, I’m just critical in thinking … so
asking the why-, always asking the why and how.”
Kelly has recently begun to consider how the role of evaluative inquiry might be
further embedded at the unit level: “I’d probably need to systematically do a little bit
more to empower individuals to be able to take that on. I’ve been a little bit reluctant
again because of the time commitment. I see how much time it takes from me.” However,
Kelly sees a lot of value in having program managers and coordinators directly involved
in the evaluation process. These staff members tend to have a thorough understanding of
the contextual nuances of a program: “They’re the people that are closest to the work and
closest to the service user and [her or his] needs. So I would say that it is really valuable
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in terms of their ability to really hone in on [the details].” Since program coordinators can
approach evaluative inquiry with a certain amount of knowledge about the program or
service being evaluated, the learning curve is reduced. Despite these benefits, Kelly is
still concerned about the amount of time required to conduct an evaluation properly: “If
[time] gets in the way of doing it appropriately, then embedding that in the manager’s job
– I could see that as being a barrier.”
To address the limitations of time, there may be some merit to the involvement of
an external evaluator. Several years ago, an external consultant was hired to evaluate one
of the programs and services in Kelly’s portfolio. However, the evaluator’s lack of
contextual knowledge hindered the progress of the project: “Half the time was spent
getting them up to speed on the project. What is this program? Why do we have it here?
They had to learn about the whole issue of [student] transition because it’s not-, it wasn’t
their background.” Moreover, Kelly has had the unique experience of working with a
specialist in research, assessment, and evaluation, who was hired a number of years ago
to provide support specifically to the various student affairs units. Although the position
encouraged a culture of inquiry within the division, there was still a bit of a learning
curve for the incumbent: “They were one distance-, one arm away from us. It was having
someone come and understand [our work] even though they had to also learn the nuances
of the different divisions.” With these two approaches or models of evaluative inquiry,
Kelly recognizes that there are financial considerations to be made: “[If you’re looking to
have] a particular individual with expertise, then it’s finding the money to have someone
do that.”
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In an environment where an organization is limited by the financial resources
available to hire consultants or specialists with the appropriate training and credentials,
Kelly perceives an embedded model as an approach that is viable. If evaluation is an
important part of the work, then it is important to start looking for skills in evaluation
design, data collection, and data analysis in the individuals who are hired: “What’s really
important in that kind of an environment where you don’t have a particular individual
hired to do that work is to actually start to look for those skillsets in people that you hire.”
Although Kelly has not yet begun to systematically incorporate these qualifications into
job descriptions, she is considering whether or not it might be worthwhile to do so,
particularly for directors and managers: “The individual who’s managing the portfolio
should be open to – and I think we would want them to be open to – learning [how to
conduct an evaluation] … always with as much support as they need.”
To develop the skills required to contribute to the evaluation process, Kelly
believes that it is crucial to build the capacity for evaluation among the staff and
managers at the unit level. She acknowledges that not everyone needs to learn the skills
necessary, but rather, that she can actively engage and rely on those who may be
experienced or have an academic interest in evaluative inquiry. “So the expectation is for
people-, I think it’s important for people to build the capacity to do this work and also to
bring in people who actually have that skillset and knowledge base to help us.” In
building evaluation capacity, Kelly advocates for the use of a comprehensive strategy that
recognizes the importance of learning through experience:
Basically sort of building capacity [by] equipping them to, you know-, thinking
through the different aspects of evaluation and research, so there may be: what do
you know about when you need to go to ethics, what do you need to know about
design, what do you need to know about instruments, what kind of instruments,
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what do you need to know about how to develop proper outcomes, or developing
goals, objectives? So what’s missing from that toolkit and knowledge set … and
then just learn as you go and utilize the resources and, over time, people develop-,
with practice and access to resources, they’re developing, they’re learning and
practising it on-the-go.
By leveraging all resources, and then training or building capacity among staff to be able
to pursue evaluation, Kelly believes that her team would feel more confident in being
able to collect and use evaluation data to inform program decision-making.
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CHAPTER 6 – DISCUSSION

The current study examines how student affairs staff and administrators
conceptualize both the role and practice of evaluation in their work, and the extent to
which internal evaluation might be useful as a method of systematic inquiry for program
and organizational improvement. This chapter aims to answer the research questions in
this study by comparing and contrasting the experiences and perspectives of the DR and
DMA participant groups to understand how these student affairs professionals learn about
the programs and services that support the co-curricular learning and development of
students at Queen’s University. Commonalities and differences in the findings are
presented in the context of each of the four themes identified (see Appendices G and H).
The findings are discussed in relation to the relevant literature on evaluation. I then
describe the limitations of the current study and implications for research. The chapter
concludes with implications for practice, as well as some final thoughts and reflections.

Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
The eight participants in this study describe their current approach to inquiry as
being informal and uncoordinated, which is consistent with the literature describing
evaluations in student affairs divisions as either haphazard or lacking a systematic and
comprehensive approach (Barham & Scott, 2006). As well, everyone, with the exception
of Emma, seems to rely heavily on collecting anecdotal feedback from students
participating in co-curricular programs, as well as the professional staff who are involved
with program implementation and service delivery. Although the evaluation of programs
and services has long been considered to be an important objective in university strategic
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planning (ACE, 1949; Wrenn, 1951), two of the participants in the DMA group – Emma
and Kelly – acknowledge that the recent shift towards pursuing evaluative inquiry in a
systematic way to inform program planning and decision-making is a relatively new
concept in student affairs. In fact, Emma believes that there may be a perception among
student affairs staff and administrators that the concepts of inquiry, research, assessment,
and evaluation are somewhat similar, and that the profession is only just beginning to
clarify the distinction. Kelly describes this recent movement as an opportunity to
formalize and codify the process of information gathering with greater intentionality.
Indeed, student affairs divisions can no longer ignore the necessity to evaluate programs
and services (Upcraft & Schuh, 1996).
A common practice at Queen's University for student affairs involves the
distribution of evaluation forms to students at the end of their educational workshops,
sessions, and one-on-one appointments as a way to measure student satisfaction with the
programs and services. While these end-of-session surveys are useful and informative,
these efforts have been largely uncoordinated thus far. Every workshop or type of
outreach effort tends to have a different approach to collecting information about what’s
happening. In addition to these feedback forms, the participants in the DMA group value
and devote considerable efforts to measuring quantitative performance indicators, such as
event attendance, session participation numbers, website analytics, and social media
reach. There is a greater emphasis on quantitative metrics by the participants in the DMA
group because these output measures are informative and easy to collect. These findings
are consistent with the literature, which indicates that student affairs professionals often
endeavour to determine how many students participate in their programs, and to what
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extent these students report satisfaction (Bresciani, Zelna, & Anderson, 2004). Evaluation
methods are a means for measuring the quality of programs, and for assessing student
learning and development (Schuh, Upcraft, & Associates, 2001). Although current
approaches to inquiry have been used inconsistently to date, all participants seem very
keen to begin collecting data in a more systematic way, and are open to trying out new
methods.
In general, participants endorse a mixed methods approach in which qualitative
methods are incorporated in a more systematic way so that the data collected are more indepth and varied. Emma, in particular, values the opportunity to hear from students to
gain a deeper understanding of their experiences, describing their unique perspective as
an “unfiltered voice.” Although the participants in the DR group generally have not yet
used qualitative methods in their work, two of the participants in the DMA group –
Heather and Kelly – recently implemented focus groups to complement the use of survey
tools – the findings from which were used in the program planning process. In addition to
these focus groups, the participants in the DMA group place great importance on
assessing student needs on a regular basis because the post-secondary student
demographic is diverse and constantly changing. For Andrea, these data from needs
assessments are particularly crucial due to the transient nature of the student population
with which she works in her role. Indeed, institutions should regularly adapt programs
and services to meet the educational needs of the students they serve (Kuh et al., 2005;
Upcraft & Schuh, 1996). Co-curricular programs and services are strengthened by
examining what data say about students, their experiences, their needs, and their
successes.
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Despite its importance, few student affairs staff and administrators have
conducted systematic evaluations as a vital part of their ongoing operations (Williamson
& Biggs, 1975). Two of the participants in the DR group – Tammy and Pam – have
recently been involved with a large-scale survey effort. Within the past couple of years,
Tammy used a nationally recognized research survey tool developed by a consortium of
professionals in her field. This initiative was one of the first steps towards a systematic
and campus-wide approach, and was driven by a recent priority to learn about student
attitudes and behaviours. Similarly, Pam was involved in the development of a largescale survey in 2010 to get a sense of students’ experiences, measure student satisfaction,
and assess student learning outcomes. The survey instrument was designed in
collaboration with various other campus departments and graduate student researchers.
Although the other participants have not recently been involved with a large-scale
survey, they agree that an evaluation should be a consultative and collaborative process
that involves seeking the input of other professional staff and administrators, frontline
service providers, program coordinators, and student staff. This collaborative effort helps
the evaluator to understand programs from various perspectives and at different levels of
the organization (Greene, 2006). The participants in both groups describe working in
partnership with stakeholders to enrich the inquiry process with the opportunity to
brainstorm with others, problem solve, and be plugged into existing tools, software, or
current institutional efforts. According to Patton (2012), the process of involving relevant
stakeholders and engendering commitment from intended users is a key principle of
utilization-focused evaluation. By involving and collaborating with key stakeholders, and
ensuring that they are fully invested in the evaluation process, the participants can
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determine the key priorities and context-specific information needs of the intended users
of an evaluation. In addition, the participants in the DMA group spoke about the role of
engaging key stakeholders in enhancing follow-through on the recommendations that
emerge from the data (Christie, 2008).
According to the participants in the DR group, this commitment to evaluative
inquiry and follow-through on the use of findings should be embedded into the
organizational culture and be accompanied by the support of senior administration. This
group feels that having Queen’s University embody an organizational culture of inquiry
is consistent with the institution’s status as a research-intensive organization that
promotes learning and knowledge-building. Olivia, in particular, finds that the
encouragement and direction from superiors motivates her to pursue evaluative inquiry
and use the findings to inform her work. Senior administrators can provide a greater
contextual understanding of the key priorities of the institution and department, which
may help program coordinators and managers to better articulate the rationale for
pursuing evaluation. Building evaluation culture and practice is a key part of
organizational learning and development (Preskill & Boyle, 2008).
The participants in the DMA group believe that they play an important role in
supporting and advancing evaluation efforts. As the direct liaison between their
department and the various internal and external stakeholders at the institution, DMA
participants agree that they are likely to be aware of division-wide priorities that may
inform the kinds of questions that need to be asked. Additionally, this group appreciates
that there is a direct linkage between program planning and evaluation. This proactive
spirit of inquiry is therefore contextualized in the overall university’s academic plan and
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strategic framework to help evaluators recognize the cultural and political context and
climate for pursuing evaluation, as well as to determine the goals and expectations of an
inquiry (Patton, 2012).

Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
By determining the purposes and goals of an inquiry very early on, there can be a
clear sense of purpose for evaluation even before pursuing it. The participants in the DR
group are in agreement about the need to establish a good rationale for evaluative inquiry.
For example, Pam finds that evaluation helps her to continue meeting emergent student
needs, while maintaining quality, in light of a rapidly changing student demographic – a
concept that Patton (2012) defines as developmental evaluation. Olivia views evaluation
as playing a key role in ensuring that a program has achieved its intended goals and
outcomes for monitoring purposes, while Tammy and Andrea recognize that evaluation
can reveal any unintended consequences that may arise as a result of student participation
or engagement in an educational intervention (Kirkhart, 2000; Morrell, 2010). Tammy,
however, makes a distinction between working as a practitioner and pursuing research or
evaluative inquiry. She does not perceive her role as one that should involve collecting
data for the sole purpose of learning new things, but rather that the data need to be useful,
have a practical application, and be aligned with key priorities and institutional goals.
This keen interest in the utility and application of findings, as well as the unique
characteristics and conditions of a particular context, is evident in the principles of
utilization-focused evaluation (Patton, 2012).
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The participants in both groups describe a successful evaluation as being one that
achieves the purposes and goals of the inquiry as defined in consultation with key
stakeholders, which is consistent with Patton’s (2012) core concept of “intended use by
intended users” (p. 4). The participants in both the DR and DMA groups agree that
pursuing evaluative inquiry serves to demonstrate how programs and services are: (i)
enhancing student learning, (ii) improving practice, and (iii) increasing institutional
effectiveness.
As part of a broader university strategy to enhance teaching and learning at
Queen’s, there has been a greater emphasis on identifying and assessing student learning
outcomes. This shift is supported by the World Declaration on Higher Education adopted
by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO),
which advocates for the assessment and evaluation of learning outcomes, instruction,
research, and services as an integral and ongoing part of higher education (UNESCO,
1998). Furthermore, UNESCO acknowledges the important role of student affairs and
services in higher education, and urges regular evaluation, assessment, and program
review of all the various units within the division (UNESCO, 2002). This renewed focus
on student learning and development has provided participants with a unique opportunity
to examine co-curricular programs in the same way as an educational curriculum – an
effort that is endorsed by Hardy Cox and Strange (2010), who claim that student
achievement in a co-curricular context should be assessed within a rubric of potential
learning outcomes. In student affairs and services, this work has been informed by
contemporary student development theories, which consider student development as a
complex and holistic process that integrates academic and co-curricular learning (ACPA

134
& NASPA, 2006). Given that there is now a new expectation for identifying and
assessing learning outcomes, participants in both groups are starting to move beyond
collecting anecdotal feedback and measuring student satisfaction levels. To a large
extent, the literature explains that evaluation efforts are a means by which student affairs
divisions can measure the quality of programs and services, and measure student learning
and development (Schuh, Upcraft, & Associates, 2001).
In addition, the participants in the DMA group have begun to articulate and codify
learning outcomes at the unit level. Finding evidence of student learning allows these
participants to select the best educational tools and to develop programs that will be
effective and impactful. However, participants in both groups acknowledge that there are
many complexities of causation and, consequently, it can be difficult to correlate the
achievement of an outcome to a specific educational intervention. Indeed, the learning
process is multifaceted and integrated (Baxter Magolda, 1999; Kuh, 1993; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005). One approach that Pam uses to capture students’ learning in a program
is through the implementation of a pre- and post-experience survey, although there is still
quite a considerable amount of controversy and debate about the effectiveness of this
strategy among her colleagues.
Second, participants in both the DR and DMA groups frequently consult with and
draw upon the resources and expertise of those individuals who work in their community
of practice through national groups and professional associations. Everyone is motivated
by a keen desire to build their knowledge and skills as a practitioner. The participants in
the DR group are actively engaged with their professional networks to feel supported and
encouraged to do their best work, constantly improve, and demonstrate that what they’re
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doing is a useful contribution to the field. These participants are often motivated by
professional reputation, and find it helpful to compare the programs and evaluation tools
at other institutions and to review the best practices of their colleagues. Similarly, the
participants in the DMA group consult their counterparts to understand the successes and
challenges that they encounter in their unique contexts, and to collect some comparative
data about related programs and services. These participants engage with their peer
networks through conferences and email listservs to remain knowledgeable about key
issues, relevant research, guiding principles, emerging concepts, resources, best practices,
and sample survey questions – with a particular interest to better understand the changing
research landscape in the various functional areas in student affairs. All participants have
a strong passion for student service and personally care that programs are impactful and
meaningful to students. Heather, in particular, describes being interested to improve her
own practice, as it also helps her role model being a reflective practitioner to the staff on
her team.
Finally, in addition to facilitating personal development, evaluative inquiry
supports efforts in program planning and improvement, thereby enhancing institutional
effectiveness. The participants in the DR group appreciate the opportunity to use
evaluation findings to discover any potential gaps and to make program adjustments
accordingly. This open-mindedness and responsiveness to data allow these participants to
focus on improving and enhancing programs though formative evaluation (Scriven,
1967). Tammy is very keen to identify any opportunities for program improvement,
particularly through evaluating inputs and processes – fixing any process-related
problems in a timely manner so that they do not negatively affect program goals, and,
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ultimately, learning outcomes. For the participants in the DR group, programmatic
changes are frequently made as a direct result of feedback gathered to constantly evolve
programs to meet the dynamic needs of a diverse and changing student demographic. To
a large extent, Stufflebeam’s (2003) CIPP model for evaluation is well-suited to evaluate
emergent programs and services in such a dynamic social context (Alkin, 2004).
Similarly, the participants in the DMA group acknowledge that one of the main
purposes of program evaluation is quality improvement. Indeed, post-secondary
institutions have been placed at the forefront of quality assurance as a result of the new
quality assurance framework (Nicholson, 2011). At Queen’s, considerable efforts have
been devoted to measuring the quality of student affairs programs and services using
performance indicators that assess size and scope, efficiency, and effectiveness. In
particular, there has been a campus-wide focus on determining the impact of programs
and services. When it comes to improving the quality of programs and services, the
participants in the DMA group look primarily for quantitative performance metrics and
output measures. Kelly uses evaluative inquiry to determine whether or not programs that
were effective at other institutions can also be successful at Queen’s. Evaluation helps her
to understand the contextual differences among institutions to determine the extent to
which programs and services can be transferable. This attentiveness to the unique
characteristics and conditions of the context is a key part of ongoing situation analysis
(Patton, 2012).
The participants in the DMA group also describe an increased focus on regularly
looking for any strong trends that might inform program decision-making. Since the
decision-making process tends to be complex, these participants believe that evaluation
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findings can help them to prioritize initiatives based on conclusions of effectiveness and
impact. These kinds of programmatic decisions require evidence to support them. The
CIPP model for evaluation (Stufflebeam, 1971) is designed to assist administrators in
making informed decisions, and aims to facilitate educational improvement by examining
a program’s context, inputs, processes, and products (Mertens & Wilson, 2012;
Stufflebeam, 2003). This holistic approach to program decision-making would allow
participants in the DMA group to improve effectiveness and efficiency by understanding
the amount of resources required to run a particular program relative to the outcomes that
are achieved.
Although the most fundamental tenet of Stufflebeam’s model is “not to prove, but
to improve” (Stufflebeam & Shrinkfield, 2007, p. 331), it also offers an opportunity to
conduct retrospective, summative evaluations to make judgments of value, merit, worth,
and significance of programs where appropriate (Stufflebeam, 2003). The need to render
a definitive judgment about program effectiveness is evident in Pam’s unique experience
of being in the final year of a three-year pilot, which required her team to decide whether
the department would be continuing or terminating the pilot program. Consequently, she
relied heavily on using evaluation findings to inform program decision-making. This
requirement for a summative, or judgment-oriented, evaluation means that Pam is keen to
understand the inputs and impacts of the program to help rationalize the operational costs
(Patton, 2012).
The use of evaluation findings to inform program planning and decision-making
actively contributes to and promotes organizational learning and development
(Sonnichsen, 2000a). The participants in the DMA group, in particular, embrace a
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learning orientation and see evaluation as a way to adapt and problem-solve (Grayson,
2011). Since student needs, learning outcomes, and institutional goals and priorities are
constantly changing and situated in the context of a dynamic environment, it is crucial to
frequently evaluate programs and learn about the current theory of change behind the
educational programs and interventions. Kelly advocates for adopting an inquiry mindset;
by thinking critically and strategically on a regular basis about the various co-curricular
programs and services, managers and directors can develop a continuous process of
growth and improvement that enhances organizational learning and development
(Argyris & Schön, 1996; Sonnichsen, 2000a).

Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
Determining the key priorities and primary purposes of evaluative inquiry helps
the participants in both groups to contextualize and operationalize the use of findings.
Everyone concurs that a successful evaluation is one in which some action is taken – that
findings have a practical application and provide some direction to the program. The
participants seem to adopt a pragmatic stance and prefer to have findings that can be
turned into deliverables fairly easily. In addition, pursuing evaluation should result in
findings that can be used and applied to a specific decision-making context. The utility
and application of evaluation findings that are sensitive to context is a core concept in
utilization-focused evaluation (Patton, 2012). Two of the participants – Pam and Emma –
believe that it is crucial to determine how findings will be used even before developing
the enabling questions and conducting an evaluation. This proactive approach provides an
opportunity to determine the key priorities and information needs of supervisors and to
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hone in on these specific requirements. The practical application of findings is important
in an effort to manage the scope and depth of an evaluative inquiry, as well as to
prioritize the investment of time and resources.
The participants in the DMA group additionally refer to the importance of
designing an evaluation with usefulness in mind to ensure that the recommended changes
that emerge from the findings are within the scope of their authority. Collecting only the
information that can be used or applied in a practical way to programmatic changes or
decision-making enhances organizational efficiency. This pragmatism is particularly
evident in these participants' conceptualization of the difference between evaluation and
research. Heather acknowledges that, while it can be helpful to write and publish a
research paper, this process may not necessarily offer the information required to make
changes or improvements to a program since the focus is on generating and building on
knowledge and theory. Similarly, Emma perceives evaluation to be distinct from research
in that evaluators use a decision-making framework for enhancing the utility and actual
use of evaluations. Indeed, evaluators are informed by a particular logic that guides the
evaluation process; these reasoning principles are pragmatic in nature (Patton, 2012;
Yarbrough et al., 2011). Kelly is mindful that there is a new expectation that student
affairs staff and administrators are able to clearly articulate how empirical data are being
used to inform program decision-making; it is difficult to move forward with programs in
the absence of reporting evidence of successful outcomes.
The need to use evaluation findings to inform decision-making is particularly
important in maintaining accountability. The participants feel a sense of accountability to
the supervisors to whom they report in the organizational structure. Diane’s unit, in
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particular, was recently restructured to consolidate two large-scale programs, which has
led to a new and formalized reporting structure, and, consequently, a renewed need to
maintain accountability. This upward communication of information ensures that senior
organizational leaders are informed when making decisions that have direct implications
on the participants’ respective units. The measurement of key performance indicators and
metrics has been crucial for being able to articulate the size and scope, as well as
effectiveness and efficiency, of programs. As the current environment continues to stress
the importance of accountability and performance measurement, many departments are
under increasing pressure to demonstrate program effectiveness and outcomes (Mott,
2006; Plantz, Greenway, & Hendricks, 1997).
In addition to these internal accountability measures, there has been a need to
respond to external pressures. The provincial government has recently been expecting
more of colleges and universities in Ontario, which contributes to the urgent need to have
strong evidence to support the work (Harden, 1999; Nicholson, 2011). Participants in the
DR group describe a greater emphasis on demonstrating to key stakeholders that the
impacts and outcomes of a program or service are aligned with the university’s overall
strategic framework and academic plan. Pam, in particular, is currently in the final year
of a three-year pilot that will require her to decide whether to continue or terminate a
program. Consequently, there is a lot of keen interest both at a higher level, and also
among various stakeholders external to the department. Indeed, this focus on describing
and reporting on program operations is a crucial part of performance-based accountability
and decision-making because it provides evidence that a program is being implemented
as planned (Conner, Kuo, Melton, & Millett, 2004; Werner, 2004). By reporting on
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performance indicators such as resources, inputs, and outputs, as well as short-,
intermediate-, and longer-term outcomes through program logic modelling, it is possible
to demonstrate that programs and services have a capacity to deliver meaningful
outcomes (McLaughlin & Jordan, 2004).
For the participants in the DR group, the dissemination of evaluation findings to
supervisors and external stakeholders is critical because it can be tied to funding. The
participants in this group hope to use evidence to help provoke higher-level change,
particularly as it relates to funding. They recognize that it is important to ensure that
programs and services are functioning well, so that the resources currently allocated are
justified and that a successful budget ask document can be developed for new initiatives.
Upcraft and Schuh (1996) assert that student affairs divisions need to provide credible
evidence that funding for co-curricular programs is essential. The participants in the
DMA group agree that evaluation findings are helpful for informing decisions related to
the allocation of funds. In fact, the need to use evidence-based decision-making is
becoming embedded in the university budget process. This greater emphasis on the use of
empirical data in the budget allocation process means that it is becoming increasingly
valuable to demonstrate the extent to which the goals and outcomes of a program or
service are realized. Kelly, for example, has felt compelled to justify the added value and
to make decisions about whether to continue or terminate a program because she has had
to rely a lot more on external donor funds. With external funders, more frequent followup is required as donors are very interested to see results.
However, even when a program is not funded externally, it is vital to disseminate
findings internally. Internal reporting should be targeted to a specific audience and should
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respond to the unique information needs and inquiries of relevant stakeholders. Since
reporting can be such a significant part of evaluation, it is necessary to collaborate with
the various key stakeholders prior to and throughout the evaluation process to determine
the priority information needs (Patton, 2012). This consultation is particularly important
because the various stakeholders involved in a program may be interested in different
kinds of information. Tammy acknowledges that there can sometimes be discrepancies in
determining the criteria on which to evaluate the success of a program; therefore, it is
imperative to consult with stakeholders, particularly managers and funders. Identifying
the appropriate individuals with whom to share data early on can help determine what
types of stories to share at the conclusion of an evaluation (Braverman, Constantine, &
Slater, 2004). Furthermore, staff and administrators in other units may have some
contextual knowledge or detailed insight into certain parts of the data – insight that may
be relevant to how the information can be used or applied. It is uncommon for programs
to be situated exclusively in one unit; consequently, it is critical to disseminate findings
to all those who are involved in some way. According to Heather, the need to disseminate
findings outward in an organization is related to transparency, which is a fundamental
part of collaborative efforts.
Transparency is one approach to enhancing credibility. All eight participants
describe the importance of establishing credibility. Pursuing evaluative inquiry can lend
credibility to the program planning and decision-making process. However, the rigour of
the approach is key. Participants in both groups recognize that the trustworthiness of
findings can have a significant impact on the outcome of a program decision. Pam and
Kelly endeavour to collaborate with those who have expertise with evaluative inquiry,
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including faculty members, to help determine the most appropriate methods to use and to
lend credibility to the findings. This is an approach that may be helpful for Diane since
she feels that her current approach to inquiry is too subjective and anecdotal. This lack of
rigour means that responses to Diane’s surveys, for example, may vary widely and
sometimes contradict each other, thereby undermining the trustworthiness of the findings.
Tammy was able to avoid this concern, as she recently used a nationally recognized
research survey tool, which provided some reliable data to report. Consequently, she did
not have to spend a lot of time establishing credibility about the decisions made with
respect to methods. A lack of credibility could lead to ethical issues, as there can be a lot
of pressure for program managers or coordinators to prove that their programs are
effective and impactful (Plantz, Greenway, & Hendricks, 1997). This pressure can result
in a fear of the individual being evaluated, thus leading staff members to make their
programs seem great by presenting data in a certain way to give a biased view. This level
of sensitivity may depend on the staff, as well as the previous history and experience with
evaluation in the department (Patton, 2012).

Overcoming Challenges
Participants in both groups acknowledge that they are overwhelmed by evaluative
inquiry due to a perceived lack of expertise, and unfamiliarity with evaluation tools and
strategies. These negative feelings may be exacerbated by a lack of existing tools and
resources. Andrea, in particular, describes feeling a sense of disorientation and being
“caught in a tailspin” when tasked with conducting evaluation because she perceives it to
be a complex, multifaceted, and intimidating process. Some staff members may develop a
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fear of evaluation due to a perception of the individual being evaluated, rather than the
program. Consequently, it may be difficult to generate buy-in from stakeholders to pursue
evaluative inquiry. Heather strives to ensure that her staff doesn’t feel threatened or as if
they are being put on the spot unnecessarily, which helps to begin shifting the perception
of evaluation. Since the practice of evaluation is still a new concept, the participants often
struggle with figuring out how to conduct an evaluative inquiry effectively, and how to
define the criteria on which to determine a successful program or intervention.
The participants in the DR group therefore tend to rely on the evaluation expertise
of professional staff in their unit, and to work in partnership with other campus
departments or graduate student researchers. These collaborative efforts help staff to
identify key questions to pursue and to select the appropriate methods to use (Patton,
2012). Without access to this internal expertise, it can be challenging to work through the
intricacies of evaluation design. Similarly, the participants in the DMA group struggle
with selecting methods and designing instruments for data collection. Andrea is
sometimes skeptical about the data she collects because she is worried that she does not
have the expertise to develop a set of questions that express what she really wants to
know or learn from students. It can be challenging to determine what kind of information
to gather – a process that can hinder student affairs staff and administrators from pursuing
evaluative inquiry. Not only are the participants overwhelmed by the perceived level of
expertise required to develop an instrument that gathers useful data, but also with the
intimidating process of data analysis.
Given that the student affairs profession consists of roles that are primarily actionoriented, it can be difficult to find the time to evaluate programs. Data collection and
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analysis can take a lot of time, which is described overwhelmingly as the greatest barrier
to pursuing evaluative inquiry by the participants in both groups. Everyone struggles to
find the time to engage in evaluation efforts. Consequently, conducting evaluation tends
to fall by the wayside (Williamson & Biggs, 1975). It can be intimidating to invest the
amount of time required to collect, analyze, and report data. In some cases, data are
collected, but not analyzed due to the limitations of time. Even when student affairs staff
and administrators have the opportunity to create an instrument for data collection, there
may not be time to pilot or refine it. Considerable staffing resources are required to
conduct an evaluation, particularly if the role of pursuing evaluative inquiry is integrated
into the existing workflow.
The participants in the DMA group allude to a constant tension between pursuing
evaluative inquiry and attending to other priorities. Participants agree that the decision to
pursue evaluation should involve determining the requirements with respect to staff time
and commitment, and then deciding whether or not it is worthwhile to invest the
resources needed since there is an opportunity cost to all program decisions, including
evaluation. Emma acknowledges that, in some cases, it is necessary to rely on less
“scientific” data to move forward with a program, particularly given the current climate
of fiscal responsibility. Kelly concurs that considerations about how the findings will be
utilized and applied in a practical way should guide decision-making with respect to the
depth and rigour of an evaluative inquiry. For Heather, a key aspect of evaluation is to
ensure that only specific components of a program are evaluated and at defined periods
throughout the annual program cycle to avoid being overloaded and overwhelmed with
data. It’s about deciding how much data are enough to answer the critically relevant
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questions in an evaluation study. For the participants in the DMA group, program
development and evaluation are related strategic processes that complement each other;
both are important phases in the program planning cycle.
In contrast, the participants in the DR group struggle with the delicate balance
among program development, implementation, and evaluation. The investment of time to
pursue evaluation often precludes them from undertaking other projects (Conley-Tyler,
2005). The participants explain that there is an opportunity cost to pursuing evaluative
inquiry. For Tammy, evaluation is “not the priority when [everyone’s] so busy … and a
lot of people need to prioritize just doing their job, being a practitioner.” Furthermore,
evaluation is not necessarily a requirement in these staff’s job descriptions, so it is often
perceived to be an additional task that can be easy to defer or forgo in consideration of
other priorities, particularly if the appropriate supports and resources are not available. In
some years, there are additional student staff or volunteers to help with evaluation, but
these resources vary from year to year. Although Olivia recognizes that it may not be
feasible, she would prefer to have access to evaluation findings and program
recommendations without having to spend time analyzing her own findings. Pam is in
agreement that it would be helpful to consult those with expertise since she does not
consider herself as an expert or an evaluation professional. This finding suggests that
there may be some merit to an external or internal departmental model of evaluation
(Mathison, 2005).
The participants in the DR group value the perceived objectivity that evaluators
who are external to the department can bring to the evaluation process. These participants
believe that internal departmental and external evaluators tend to have a bit more distance
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from the programs being evaluated, which could help reduce the perception of bias
(Chelimsky, 2001). However, they also acknowledge that it can be difficult for someone
who is external to understand the nuances of a particular context. Evaluators who are
external to the department tend to spend a lot of time trying to understand the intricacies
of a program, and thus may require additional time and cost to understand the more
complex issues (Conley-Tyler, 2005). Pam shared her unique experience with the internal
departmental model of evaluation. In 2010, there was an evaluator in a separate internal
evaluation unit (Mathison, 2005) who supported divisional efforts in research,
assessment, and evaluation in student affairs and services at Queen’s. However, the
involvement of this unit led the survey to go in a different direction, which moved it
away from the initial purpose of the evaluative inquiry. It eventually became a research
study that overlooked the priorities and information needs of Pam’s team. Questions from
two developed instruments, which were related to a graduate student’s research project,
were added without consultation. Although the findings were still interesting, they no
longer represented the information that was needed to be used and applied in a practical
way, or to help inform program decision-making (Patton, 2012).
On the other hand, the value of having someone who is external to the department
lead the evaluation process is that the person would be able to provide consultation and
guidance to units that may be struggling with evaluation design. The participants in the
DMA group agree that internal departmental evaluators might be inclined to look at
programs from a unique perspective and design the evaluation with a different outlook.
Program coordinators may have more of a one-minded approach since they have a
detailed understanding of the scope, complexity, and the various issues associated with a
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program. Indeed, this organizational and program affiliation may make it difficult to
adopt a distanced perspective to question fundamental assumptions and drive change
(Morrell, 2000). Internal departmental or external evaluators may offer an advantage
because “new eyes see things that those who are working with it either can’t or don’t
want to see” (Emma). Since many staff have not had training in evaluative inquiry, it
would be helpful to be able to consult someone who has expertise and can act as a
resource.
Although the participants in the DMA group believe that it would be helpful to
have a group of specialists or experts whom staff can consult for guidance with respect to
evaluative inquiry, they also have some hesitations. Heather feels that it may be easier to
dismiss findings when an evaluation is conducted by someone who is external to the
department: “When someone external does [the evaluation], there are easier ways to
dismiss the results, you know-, they didn’t really get the nuances of what happens in [the
department], so I’m not sure that we should act on that.” Several years ago, Kelly hired
an external evaluator, but a lack of contextual knowledge stalled progress. Consequently,
there were financial implications since it took this evaluator longer than budgeted to
understand the nuances of the context. Additionally, Kelly has worked with an internal
specialist who provided support to the various units in student affairs and services.
Although the position encouraged a culture of inquiry, there was still quite a bit of a
learning curve for the individual.
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The Merits of an “Embedded” Internal Evaluation Function
The primary benefit of an embedded internal evaluation function is that the
evaluator has a thorough contextual understanding of the programs being evaluated
(Mathison, 2005). All participants agree that there is considerable value to having indepth knowledge of and intimate familiarity with the organizational context,
departmental priorities, information needs of the various stakeholders, and the programs
that are being evaluated (Lyon, 1989; Minnett, 1999). The participants in the DR group
describe being able to more easily investigate the key issues in greater depth and a shorter
amount of time because these evaluators have a contextual understanding of the various
complexities related to their own programs. As a result, these unit-level staff can hone in
on the most critical areas of interest with a shorter learning curve (Conley-Tyler, 2005).
Tammy believes that her familiarity with the organization helps her to establish
credibility when disseminating and applying findings, as she can target her report to
specific audiences. Indeed, a significant advantage for embedded internal evaluators is
the way their long-standing presence in an organization helps them build credibility over
time through their work (Torres, 1991). These professional relationships can allow an
embedded internal evaluator to reduce the anxiety and fear that is often associated with
evaluation (Mathison, 2005).
Similarly, the participants in the DMA group agree that those who are directly
involved in program planning and implementation have a unique perspective. They
possess an intimate familiarity and understanding of the contextual nuances that may
impact the evaluation process. Consequently, there is merit to involving those at the
frontlines of program delivery and implementation. Participants in the DMA group see
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merit in embedding evaluative inquiry into planning cycles and positions in the
department. They feel that those who are directly involved in program planning and
execution have a greater opportunity to follow through with recommendations or
programmatic changes that emerge from the findings, which is consistent with the
literature describing the role of internal evaluators in supporting evaluation use by
distilling findings into actionable items (Christie, 2008; Torres, 1991). This commitment
to the use and application of findings may be due to a greater sense of responsibility and
ownership that those who are at the frontlines of program implementation have about
their own projects. Additionally, since programs naturally evolve over time, internal
evaluation is a natural fit; the department can use data to change or respond to emergent
needs in the program development and evaluation process – a notion that is supported by
the literature on organizational learning (Garvin, 1993; Goh & Richards, 1997; Huber,
1991; Sonnichsen, 2000a).
Given that program evaluation is increasingly a priority and becoming embedded
in the processes of the university, including the budget process, the participants in the
DMA group argue that it is crucial to embrace an inquiry mindset. Although these
qualifications have not yet been incorporated into job descriptions, Kelly, most
specifically, acknowledges that it may become increasingly important to look for these
skillsets in those who are hired. Although all staff could benefit from a greater
understanding of evaluation through increased empirical research studies in the literature
and additional opportunities for training, the participants believe that it is particularly
crucial to build capacity among the staff and managers at the unit level. Currently, a
department’s approach to evaluative inquiry depends heavily on the unique skills,
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educational background, and/or previous professional experiences of the person or group
leading the evaluation process, as well as the individual staff members.
To a large extent, the literature describes the important role of evaluation in
organizational learning, which involves a continuous process of growth and improvement
(Argyris & Schön, 1996). This spirit of inquiry aims to support the organization in its
ability to constantly use evaluation to understand the breadth, scope, and impact of
programs and services, and to learn and adapt to new situations. To facilitate the
development of this inquiry mindset, participants in the DMA group advocate for refining
skills and increasing the capacity for evaluation internally. This finding is consistent with
the literature, which offers the idea of Evaluation Capacity Building or ECB (Compton,
Baizerman, & Stockdill, 2002; Preskill & Boyle, 2008). The goal of ECB is to encourage
organization members to continuously ask questions; to collect, analyze, and interpret
data; and to use evaluation findings for decision-making and action (Preskill & Boyle,
2008). Building capacity for evaluation in an organization can increase the confidence of
those who are directly responsible for pursuing evaluative inquiry.

Moving Towards a Theory of Internal Evaluation
In an environment of declining resources, the combination of mandates for
accountability and the need for continuous improvement provide a strong basis for
internal evaluation. A distinguishing feature of evaluative inquiry is its emphasis on the
value, merit, worth, and significance of a program or policy for the purposes of informing
decision-making and enhancing practice. In contrast, research aims to generate a body of
knowledge that is generally less direct or immediate in its use or practical application.
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The literature describes the important role of internal evaluators, specifically program
managers, in conducting evaluations as a means of improving organizational performance
(Goldberg & Sifonis, 1994; Sluyter, 1998). Since internal evaluators operate from within
organizations, they benefit from an in-depth understanding of the organizational context,
cultural and political influences, and the programs that they are commissioned to
evaluate. This familiarity enables internal evaluators to situate each program within the
organization’s complex environment and sensitizes them to the perspectives and needs of
various stakeholder groups. Use of external evaluators or consultants is generally beyond
consideration due to resource limitations under current fiscal and resource constraints.
As the current political and funding environment places a greater emphasis on the
importance of accountability and performance measurement than in the past, the
participants in this study are under increasing pressure to demonstrate program
effectiveness and outcomes. At Queen’s University, considerable efforts have been
devoted to measuring the quality of co-curricular programs and services using key
performance indicators that assess the size and scope, as well as effectiveness and
efficiency, of educational interventions. In particular, there has been a campus-wide focus
on determining the impact of programs and services. Typically, even local policymakers
prefer to make decisions based on ‘hard facts,’ thus resulting in a proclivity towards
quantitative metrics and output measures. Since students typically report learning
outcomes in qualitative ways, the dilemma with this new requirement for quantitative
measurements is in asking students to assign a value to these outcomes, such as those
used on a Likert-type instrument. The use of quantitative methodological approaches to
answer questions that intend to recognize the multifaceted interpretations of human
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experience can result in a misalignment between the key questions and the findings that
emerge. The richness of students’ experiences and perceptions tend to get lost. Since
quantifying impact is unlikely to diminish as an expectation, student affairs staff and
administrators need to develop strategies to bring context to numbers through tools that
can better explain the theories of change underlying programs, and to shift understanding
and discussion of student learning outcomes from strictly causation to plausible
attribution and contribution.
The importance of evaluating programs and services is also fueled by increased
competition for resources due to an uncertain financial landscape. The complex and
challenging budgeting environment inevitably leads to a process of prioritizing certain
programs and services over others, therefore necessitating the justification of merit,
value, worth, and significance. The participants in this study acknowledge that it is
important to describe and report on program operations to provide evidence that
programs are being implemented as planned and achieving the intended outcomes. This
evidence ensures that the resources currently allocated are justified and that a successful
budget ask document can be developed for any new initiatives. This new requirement for
evidence-informed decision-making to rationalize the allocation of resources is
juxtaposed with the immense amount of time and resources required for program staff
and administrators to collect, analyze, and report data. In this study, the limitation of time
is described overwhelmingly as the greatest barrier to pursuing evaluative inquiry. There
is an opportunity cost to all program decisions, including evaluation, which means that
there is a constant tension between conducting evaluation and attending to other projects
and priorities. This issue leads to an intense struggle among program development,
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implementation, and evaluation. Given the current climate of fiscal responsibility, as well
as new institutional expectations for performance-based accountability and decisionmaking, conducting good program evaluations in a timely manner and then using the
findings to influence policy and practice may well determine the future of student affairs.
With a focus on utilization and applying a decision-making framework, student
affairs professionals may be well-suited to become accountable examiners of context.
Evaluation logic and its pragmatic reasoning principles offer an opportunity for the
participants in this study to move beyond collecting anecdotal feedback and measuring
student satisfaction. Following the principles of evaluation can help staff and
administrators to understand the steps that lead to an evaluative judgment about the
quality of a program, policy, or service. Stufflebeam’s (2003) CIPP model for evaluation,
in particular, can be used to articulate the theory behind an educational intervention and
to describe how a program works, specifying the key components, including the
resources or inputs, program activities, and outputs, as well as short-, intermediate-, and
long-term outcomes. The student affairs division at Queen’s has had a previous history
with internal evaluation. Seven years ago, a unit was established to oversee the
coordination of program evaluation, outcomes assessment, and research efforts for the
division. However, that unit has since been disbanded. Although the internal
departmental model was not continued, in the current context of reform and the renewed
focus on evidence-based decision-making, there may be some merit to an embedded
internal evaluation function. With fiscal austerity measures and the budgetary constraints
associated with these policies, external evaluation efforts may not be feasible.
Consequently, if post-secondary institutions consider the use of internal evaluation

155
practices at a programmatic level, they can bring evaluative thinking from internal
resources and have them strategically focused on organizational learning and
development.
Since internal evaluators are particularly invested in the success or direction of a
program, they have the potential to occupy a unique position within the organization. In
this study, the participants in the DMA group describe having detailed contextual
knowledge and being intimately familiar with the goals and outcomes, values, and theory
of change associated with the programs and services in their respective units. However,
they also have the ability to adopt a distanced perspective to question fundamental
assumptions and drive change. Herein lies the promise of the internal evaluator’s role:
observing the organization and its performance with the insight of an insider, while
taking a stance that attempts, as much as possible, to honour the overarching needs of
program users and funders. The fact that this more distanced perspective also works to
reframe the insider view has led Nagel (1986) to describe the lens of an internal evaluator
as the “view from nowhere” (p. 1). Internal evaluators must ground their judgment not
only in accord with the interests of the organization or their own personal, moral, or
methodological preferences, but always with a distanced perspective. This notion
suggests that the positionality of the internal evaluator greatly influences an evaluative
inquiry, and that those with decision-making authority may be well positioned to act in
this capacity.
However, the dynamics of power relations is a critical issue facing the internal
evaluators in this position. While there is intuitive appeal to the idea that the role of
positional power, as well as cultural and political context, can greatly influence the
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evaluation process and the utilization of findings, few empirical studies have investigated
the important role of power dynamics, particularly in an embedded internal evaluation
context. Some scholars, including Mathison (1991a), Minnett (1999), and Volkov (2011),
have argued that internal evaluators “maintain their credibility and integrity only when
they are not afraid to speak truth to power and to the powerless, to pursue potentially
unpopular issues, to ask hard questions, and to discuss the undiscussables” (Volkov,
2011, p. 32). However, this assertive approach fails to recognize the sensitive nature of
power relations between the internal evaluator and the various stakeholders involved,
who may in fact be directly connected to the evaluator by a reporting relationship in the
organization. Since participants in the DMA group have decision-making authority, as
well as responsibility for human resource management, they acknowledge that initiating
an evaluative inquiry could possibly create a sense of fear within the department. This
fear and anxiety could result in a perceived threat not only to the programs being
evaluated, but also to the livelihood of individual staff members who are at the frontlines
of program implementation and/or service delivery.
Furthermore, DMA participants are supervised by, and directly accountable to,
high-power stakeholders – those who are well positioned to affect use and the most likely
candidates to be the primary intended users in an internal evaluation (Patton, 2012). The
process of engendering commitment to systematic evaluative inquiry requires an
understanding of what kind of information is valued by high-power stakeholders in the
decision-making process. This understanding should involve distinguishing “espoused
values” (what senior organizational leaders say they value) from “authentic values” (what
their actions reveal about what actually guides their decision-making). An understanding
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of this discrepancy between stated beliefs and actual values would help the evaluator to
determine the extent to which high-power stakeholders would really use findings to
inform decision-making and enhance practice. In addition, it is important to understand
how senior organizational leaders would use findings. For example, if evaluation findings
reveal that a program is effective and operating efficiently, but narrow in scope and
reach, would it be terminated? What would be the implications of this decision on the
department and its staff? Internal evaluators in an embedded context may feel compelled
to withhold data if the evaluation findings have a potential to risk or endanger the
employment of those direct reports who, by engaging in evaluation efforts, entrust their
professional careers to the internal evaluator. This notion exposes a conflict between the
propriety standards of “Transparency and Disclosure (P5)” and “Human Rights and
Respect (P3)” in evaluation (Yarbrough et al., 2011). Of course, power dynamics can be
leveraged, and transparent practices at all levels of an educational institution can help
build trust among stakeholders in an evaluation. However, this ethical complexity poses a
unique challenge for embedded internal evaluators, and must be addressed for evaluation
efforts to be successful in this context.
Instead of focusing on problems or issues, organization members often strive to
determine what is working particularly well and envision a desired future in which these
successes occur more frequently, thereby promoting organizational learning. This notion
is very much related to, and supported by, the concept of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) from
the field of organizational learning and development. According to Preskill and
Catsambas (2006), AI is a highly participatory process that involves stakeholders and
uses a learning-oriented approach to tackle critical organizational issues and aims to
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inquire into, identify, and further develop the most successful parts of an organization. Its
fundamental premise is that organizations improve more effectively through “discovery
and valuing, envisioning, dialogue and constructing the future” (Ashford & Patkar, 2001,
p. 4). Thus AI examines organizational issues, challenges, and concerns in a significantly
different way. Problem statements are reframed into a focus on strengths and
accomplishments (Coghlan, Preskill, & Catsambas, 2003). AI does in fact address issues,
challenges, problems, and conflict, but it does so by “shifting the focus and language
from one of hope and possibilities based on what has worked in the past” (Preskill &
Catsambas, 2006, p. 26). In this way, building evaluation culture and capacity in an
organization contributes to sustainable evaluation practice, where staff members
continuously ask questions; collect, analyze, and interpret data; and use evaluation
findings for decision-making and action.

Limitations of the Study and Implications for Future Research
There are three main limitations to the current study. The first limitation relates to
the lack of empirical studies that have investigated internal evaluation practices in higher
education. Given that there has been a greater focus on evidence-based policies,
organizational accountability, and program improvement at post-secondary institutions in
Ontario, this lack of empirical evidence supporting the internal evaluation of cocurricular programs and services is problematic. According to Harvey (1998), internal
processes and procedures for quality improvement can provide an initial impetus to
change, but “the limited research evidence ... offers little by way of continuing
momentum” (p. 246). Although the amount of research in the field of internal evaluation
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is growing, few empirical studies to date have examined the complex processes that
underlie an embedded internal evaluation function in the context of post-secondary
education or student affairs administration. Furthermore, the practice of embedded
internal evaluation in the co-curricular context seems to be largely atheoretical. The lack
of research in this area made it difficult to understand the emerging role of internal
evaluation as a method of systematic inquiry for program and organizational
improvement. Given that there are few empirical studies to date, the current study aims to
address these gaps in evaluation literature and professional practice through the use of the
emergent design principles of grounded theory methodology.
To accelerate this process, it will be crucial to facilitate the advancement of
methodological approaches to investigate the phenomenon of embedded internal
evaluation. Given that embedded internal evaluators are uniquely situated within the
organizational context that they are investigating, and therefore influenced by the cultural
and political environment in which program evaluation occurs, they are faced with the
inimitable challenge of overcoming many ethical complexities. In fact, these evaluators
are rendered unable to study these practices by actually conducting an embedded internal
evaluation. Consequently, the use of the emergent design principles of grounded theory
methodology may be one of the few feasible ways to move towards a theory of embedded
internal evaluation.
The second limitation relates to the sample size. In grounded theory studies, a
homogeneous sample is often selected first – one in which each participant in the study
has had a similar experience. It is recommended that 20-30 interviews from a
homogeneous sample are typically needed to reach a saturation point where no new
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important information related to the theory is obtained from the data (Charmaz, 2002).
However, the scope of this study was narrowed to eight interviews. Furthermore, I had
considered the possibility of furthering the research by selecting a heterogeneous sample
consisting of individuals from one or two other institutions as a way to confirm or
disconfirm the tenets of the theory once it was developed. However, I ultimately decided
against this additional study to enhance the feasibility of this graduate research within my
time constraints. Future studies should use grounded theory methodology and consist of a
homogeneous sample of 20-30 participants in an effort to reach a saturation point.
Additionally, future research should attempt to confirm or disconfirm the tenets of the
grounded theory that is developed by studying a heterogeneous sample that involves
participants from several other institutions.
The third limitation relates to the ethical complexity that surrounds investigations
of an embedded internal evaluation function in an organization. I am mindful about my
own positionality within the organization that I am investigating in this study. As the
Manager of the Student Experience Office at Queen’s University, I am personally
situated within the organizational context and, consequently, influenced by the cultural
and political environment in which program evaluation occurs. Furthermore, I have
identified in the current study that there are ethical complexities associated with an
embedded internal evaluation model, specifically the sensitive dynamics of power
relations. As a result, I was unable to study this phenomenon by actually conducting an
embedded internal evaluation at Queen’s. To do so, I would need to involve the staff
members who are directly connected to me by a reporting relationship. Managers have
inherent power over their staff (e.g., through their responsibility for managing
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performance). Given this power relationship, it is possible that some staff could feel
pressure to comply with requests made by their supervisors, including participation in a
research study. Therefore, I have excluded from this study those individuals who are
under my direct supervision. These ethical issues pose a unique challenge for embedded
internal evaluators and will need to be addressed for evaluation efforts to be successful in
this context.
The scholarship of internal evaluation would benefit from additional research that
investigates the influential role of power dynamics. In particular, future empirical studies
should explore the ethical complexities associated with power relations, as well as
cultural and political influences, in the context of an embedded internal evaluation
function. A greater understanding of these important issues will allow aspiring internal
evaluators to better assess their context for organizational and program readiness to
pursue evaluative inquiry. More research in this area would also provide internal
evaluators with practical strategies to engender commitment to evaluative inquiry among
high-power stakeholders. These studies should examine the role of various stakeholders
in an organization and the impact of their positionality. For example: Who would be the
most appropriately positioned to assume the roles and responsibilities of the internal
evaluator in an embedded internal evaluation? What about the primary intended user(s)?
At what level of the organizational structure should each of these individuals be? A
greater understanding of these roles in an embedded internal evaluation function is
critical for the successful implementation of this model.
Finally, future empirical studies should examine how different models for
evaluation might serve the decision-making needs of embedded internal evaluators in this
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context. Stufflebeam’s (2003) CIPP model for evaluation, for example, may assist student
affairs staff and administrators in making informed decisions, as it is an approach that
aims to facilitate educational improvement by examining a program’s context, inputs,
processes, and products (Mertens & Wilson, 2012; Stufflebeam, 2003). Since the most
fundamental tenet of Stufflebeam’s model is “not to prove, but to improve” (Stufflebeam
& Shrinkfield, 2007, p. 331), there may be merit to using this approach as a way to learn
about co-curricular programs. Additionally, Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is a highly
participatory process that uses a learning-oriented approach to tackle critical
organizational issues and aims to inquire into, identify, and further develop the most
successful parts of an organization (Preskill & Catsambas, 2006). Since problem
statements are reframed into a focus on strengths and accomplishments, AI may offer an
important lens with which to reframe the questions in an evaluative inquiry. Future
research should explore how these models might be implemented in an embedded
context.

Implications for Practice
All eight participants strongly expressed the need to develop a more systematic
approach to evaluative inquiry. Student affairs staff and administrators should consider
moving towards a coordinated approach by formalizing and codifying the process of
information gathering with greater intentionality. Through this process, it will be helpful
to clarify the distinction among the concepts of inquiry, research, assessment, and
evaluation, as there is a tendency for these terms to be used interchangeably. By better
understanding the role and value of evaluative inquiry in the context of co-curricular
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program development and decision-making, student affairs divisions can move beyond
collecting anecdotal feedback and measuring student satisfaction to learn about the
programs and services supporting the co-curricular learning and development of students.
Although quantitative performance indicators, metrics, and output measures are valued, it
will be crucial to develop strategies to bring context to numbers through tools that can
better explain the theories of change underlying programs. In particular, the development
of a program logic model in the evaluation process can be used to identify the resources,
inputs, and outputs, as well as short-, intermediate-, and long-term outcomes associated
with an educational intervention. The process of developing a systematic approach to
evaluative inquiry should involve consultation and collaboration with various
stakeholders, because the participants identified that an evaluation should be a highly
participatory process that involves seeking the input of other staff and administrators,
frontline service providers, program coordinators, and students.
In addition, program evaluations in student affairs should involve key
stakeholders with particular attention to identifying the primary intended users of an
evaluation to focus on utilization (Patton, 2012). Doing so, student affairs staff and
administrators can determine the purposes and goals of an evaluative inquiry.
Determining the key priorities and primary purposes helps to contextualize and
operationalize the use of findings. The participants in this study embraced a pragmatic
stance, and identified that a successful evaluation is one in which some action is taken –
that findings have a practical application and provide some direction to a program. By
collecting data that can be turned into deliverables fairly easily, student affairs staff and
administrators can use and apply findings in a practical way to inform programmatic

164
changes and decision-making. The need to use and apply evaluation findings to inform
decision-making is particularly important in maintaining accountability to those to whom
the participants report in the organizational structure. The upward communication of
information ensures that senior organizational leaders are informed when making
decisions that have implications on departmental priorities and operations, such as
funding and resource allocation.
Finally, given that program evaluation is increasingly a priority and becoming
embedded in the internal operations and processes of the university, including the budget
model, it is critical to embrace an inquiry mindset. In particular, it will be helpful to build
evaluation capacity among the staff and managers at the unit level. This spirit of inquiry
would support the organization in its ability to use evaluative inquiry to understand the
breadth, scope, and impact of co-curricular programs and services, and to learn about and
adapt to new situations. Building evaluation capacity will encourage organization
members to continuously ask questions; to collect, analyze, and interpret data; and to use
evaluation findings for decision-making and action (Preskill & Boyle, 2008). Since
programs naturally evolve over time, student affairs divisions can use data to change or
respond to emergent needs in the program development process.

Final Thoughts
The current study examined how student affairs staff and administrators
conceptualize both the role and practice of evaluation in their work, and the extent to
which internal evaluation might be useful as a method of systematic inquiry for program
and organizational improvement. Using a descriptive exploratory approach, this research
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investigated how student affairs professionals at Queen’s University use internal
evaluation practices to understand the programs and services that support co-curricular
learning and development. The findings elucidated the situational context and climate for
evaluation efforts, the experiences and current strategies of this institution’s use of
evaluative inquiry, as well as the staff and administrators’ perceptions about the strengths
and limitations of an embedded model. Four themes emerged: (a) developing a
systematic approach to inquiry; (b) establishing the purposes and goals of evaluative
inquiry; (c) utilizing, applying, and disseminating findings; and (d) overcoming
challenges.
The participants in this study acknowledged that there is currently a reform
movement in higher education that involves a greater focus on measureable student
learning outcomes and the practical knowledge needs of program administrators and
policymakers. In this context, there is merit to continue exploring the promise of internal
evaluation, particularly an embedded approach, as a method of inquiry and organizational
improvement in student affairs divisions. With increased competition for resources due to
an uncertain financial landscape, it is undeniable that post-secondary institutions will
continue to be influenced by an expectation to demonstrate how they support cocurricular student learning and development within the framework of the academic
mission and mandate. Given the lack of feasibility in contracting out evaluation to
external evaluators and consultants, it will be crucial to build the capacity for evaluative
inquiry internally. The introduction of systematic evaluative inquiry into a program and
organizational culture has the potential to familiarize different subsets of stakeholders to
the challenges, and ultimately the power of evidence-informed decision-making.
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APPENDIX A: PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT SCRIPT

From: Tim Tang <tim.tang@queensu.ca>
Subject: Invitation to Participate in a Study on the Promise of Internal Evaluation in Student
Affairs

Dear [FIRST NAME],
Hope things are going well. I am e-mailing in hopes of inviting you to participate in a
study that I am conducting as part of my graduate research in the Faculty of Education. I
am currently pursuing a study that aims to understand the use of internal evaluation as a
method of inquiry and organizational improvement in student affairs administration. The
purpose of this investigation is to elucidate how student affairs professionals at Queen’s
use internal evaluation practices to understand the programs and services that support cocurricular learning and development. As part of my research, I am seeking out
administrators who have <decision-making authority> or <direct responsibility for a
program or service>.
I am hoping that you may be interested in participating in an interview that will be
approximately one hour in duration. I also hope to collect any relevant documents that
may provide insight into the internal evaluation practices at Queen’s.
My goal is to advance the value, usefulness, and understanding of internal evaluation of
programs and services within the student affairs profession so that more student affairs
divisions, including the one at Queen’s, may be able to successfully implement quality
evaluations. I hope that the findings will help us to better understand the strategies and
optimal conditions for evaluating and benchmarking the quality of programs and services,
promoting strategic planning, measuring performance, and maintaining accountability.
For more information, please see attached for a Letter of Information, which provides
greater detail about the study. If you are interested in participating, please read and
complete the accompanying Consent Form.
Thank you in advance for supporting my graduate research and the development of
evaluation expertise within the student affairs profession.
Sincerely,
Tim Tang
M.Ed. candidate
Tel: 613-533-2048
tim.tang@queensu.ca
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APPENDIX B: LETTER OF INFORMATION
[DATE]
A Study about the Promise of Internal Evaluation as a Method of Inquiry and
Organizational Improvement in Student Affairs Administration
Investigators
This research is being conducted by Tim D. Tang, under the supervision of Dr. John
Freeman in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario. This
study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian
ethics guidelines and Queen’s policies.
Graduate Student:

Faculty Supervisor:

Tim D. Tang
Faculty of Education
Queen’s University
Kingston, Ontario, Canada
613-533-2048
tim.tang@queensu.ca

Dr. John Freeman
Associate Professor, Faculty of
Education
Queen’s University
Kingston, Ontario, Canada
613-533-6000 ext. 77298
freemanj@queensu.ca

What is this study about?
The purpose of this research is to understand the use of internal evaluation as a method of
inquiry and organizational improvement in higher education and student affairs
administration. This study will attempt to elucidate how student affairs professionals at
Queen’s University use internal evaluation practices to understand the programs and
services that support co-curricular learning and development. More specifically, the
current study aims to understand the situational context and climate for evaluation efforts,
the experiences and current strategies of the institution’s internal evaluation practices, as
well as the administrators’ perceptions about the strengths and limitations of an
“embedded” approach.
What will happen during the study?
You are invited to participate in an interview that will be approximately one hour in
duration. The interview will be audiotaped, with your permission. Handwritten notes will
be recorded during the interview to complement the recordings. I will request that you
provide me with any non-confidential (publicly or legally accessible) documents (e.g.
memos, meeting agendas and minutes, manuals, background papers, policies, program
proposals, reports, and survey data) that may provide further insight into the internal
evaluation practices in your post-secondary context.
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Are there any benefits to doing this study?
The research may benefit you indirectly. The goal of this research is to advance the value,
usefulness, and understanding of internal evaluation of programs and services within the
student affairs profession so that more student affairs divisions, including the one at
Queen’s University, may be able to successfully implement quality evaluations. I hope
that the findings will help us to better understand the strategies and optimal conditions for
measuring and benchmarking the quality of programs and services, promoting strategic
planning, measuring performance, and maintaining accountability. Results could help
student affairs divisions develop and operationalize an effective evaluation strategy.
Are there any risks to doing this study?
The risks involved with participating in this study are minimal. You do not need to
answer any questions that you do not wish to answer or that make you feel
uncomfortable. Your participation is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time by
contacting me by phone or e-mail. If you withdraw, you may request the removal of all or
part of your data. I describe below the steps that I will take to protect your privacy.
Who will know what I said or did in the study?
You are participating in this study confidentially. Every effort will be made to protect
your confidentiality and privacy; only my supervisor and I will have access to the data. I
will not use your name or any information that would allow you to be identified. In the
findings, you will only be identified by your affiliation to one of two groups: those who
have decision-making authority or those who have direct responsibility for a program.
Confidentiality will be maintained to the extent possible. However, it is possible that
participants may be identified by the stories they tell and the circumstances they describe.
Information kept on a computer will be protected by a password. In accordance with
Queen’s policy, data will be retained securely for five years, at which point they will be
destroyed. If the data are used for secondary analysis, they will contain no identifying
information. Findings will be used in my master’s thesis and may be published in
professional journals or presented at academic conferences; any such presentations will
maintain confidentiality to the extent possible.
How do I find out what was learned in this study?
I expect to have this study completed by approximately August 2014. If you would like a
copy of the results, please let me know how you would like it sent to you.
Do you have questions about the study?
Any questions about study participation may be directed to Tim Tang at 613-533-2048 or
tim.tang@queensu.ca or my supervisor, Dr. John Freeman, at 613-533-6000 ext. 77298
or freemanj@queensu.ca. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the
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Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at 613-533-6081 or
chair.GREB@queensu.ca.
Thank you! Your interest in participating in this research study is greatly appreciated.
Sincerely,
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM

A Study about the Promise of Internal Evaluation as a Method of Inquiry and
Organizational Improvement in Student Affairs Administration

Name of Participant (Please Print Clearly): _____________________________________

1. I have read and retained a copy of the Letter of Information and Consent Form,
and have had any questions answered to my satisfaction.
2. I understand that I will be participating in a study that aims to elucidate how
student affairs professionals at Queen’s University use internal evaluation
practices to understand the programs and services that support co-curricular
learning and development. I understand that I will be asked to participate in an
interview of approximately one hour in duration, and to share any relevant
documents.
3. I agree that the interview can be audio recorded.
4. I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary and I may withdraw at
any time by contacting Tim Tang. I understand that every effort will be made to
maintain the confidentiality of the data now and in the future; only Tim Tang and
his supervisor, John Freeman, will have access to the results. The findings will be
published in Tim’s master’s thesis and may be published in professional journals
or presented at academic conferences, but any such presentations will maintain
confidentiality to the extent possible.
5. I am aware that my participation is voluntary and I may withdraw at any time. If I
withdraw, I may request the removal of all or part of my data.
6. I am aware that if I have any questions, concerns, or complaints, I may contact
Tim Tang at 613-533-2048 or tim.tang@queensu.ca, Dr. John Freeman at 613533-6000 ext. 77298 or freemanj@queensu.ca, or the General Research Ethics
Board at 613-533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca.
I have read the above statements and freely consent to participate in this research.

Signature: ______________________________ Date: __________________________

Please sign one copy of this Consent Form and return to Tim Tang. Retain the
second copy for your own records.
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APPENDIX D: ETHICS CLEARANCE FROM THE GENERAL RESEARCH
ETHICS BOARD AT QUEEN’S UNIVERSITY
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APPENDIX E: SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS SUBMITTED FOR ETHICS
APPROVAL

1. What are your responsibilities as an internal evaluator?
a. Internal evaluators are those who (a) are directly supervised by, and
report to, individuals who are part of the internal management of the
institution, and (b) have ongoing responsibility for evaluation
2. Describe the history of internal evaluation efforts at your institution.
3. In your experience, what has been (or is) the purpose of internal evaluations?
4. What (or who) motivates you to pursue evaluations in your context?
5. How do you define the questions or information needs that guide your evaluation
efforts? What is their source?
6. What are the strategies or methods that you use to pursue those questions?
7. What successes have you experienced in your evaluation efforts?
8. What challenges have you experienced in your evaluation efforts?
9. In your context, what factors support the utility and application of evaluation
findings?
10. In your context, what factors hinder the utility and application of evaluation
findings?
11. Describe the history of external evaluation efforts at your institution.
12. In your experience, what has been (or is) the purpose of external evaluations?
13. What do you perceive to be the strengths and limitations of an “embedded”
approach?
a. In an “embedded” internal evaluation model, the responsibility for
program evaluation rests at the unit or departmental level. Managers or
project team leaders carry part-time evaluation roles and use evaluation to
strengthen programs.

14. Do you have anything else you would like to share?
APPENDIX F: INTERVIEW GUIDE
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Introductory Remarks
Thank You: Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in my research. I
acknowledge that you must be very busy and have many other commitments in your
schedule, so I just wanted to take a moment to let you know that I am very appreciative
of your time today.
Letter of Information: Last week, I sent you a Letter of Information with some
additional details about my research. In the event that you have had any questions or
concerns emerge, I wanted to provide you an opportunity to ask any questions that you
may have about the study, about the process, and so forth. Is there anything at all that I
can answer to ensure that you are fully comfortable in consenting to participate?
Consent Form: Before we begin, I was hoping that you would be willing to provide your
formal consent. I sent you an electronic copy of the Consent Form, but I’ve also printed a
copy for you. By signing this document, you’re formally acknowledging that you consent
to participate – confidentially – in this study. Of course, you may withdraw at any time –
and can request the removal of all or parts of the data that you provide. Do you have any
questions or concerns about the Consent Form?
Audio Recording: You will notice on the Consent Form that it alludes to audio
recording. I am hoping to record our interview today to allow me to focus on our
conversation, rather than having to multi-task and take detailed notes. With your
permission, I would like to begin the audio recording.

Interview Questions
The purpose of this research is to understand how student affairs staff and administrators
conceptualize both the role and practice of evaluation in their work, and the extent to
which internal evaluation might be useful as a method of inquiry for program and
organizational improvement. This study is about how you understand and learn about
your programs and services that are supporting the co-curricular learning and
development of students. So today, I’m hoping to delve deeply into your experiences,
current strategies, and approaches to inquiry. And what I mean by inquiry is: any effort to
collect and examine information about your programs and services – so that act of asking
questions in order to gather or collect information.
But first, I’m hoping that we could start by talking a bit about your previous experiences
with inquiry in your work.
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1. Could you describe what has been done in the past, to understand or learn about
the programs and services in your department?

2. In your experience, what has been (or is) the purpose of pursuing this inquiry?

3. When you engage in a process of inquiry, what information do you need to learn
about your programs and services?

4. How are the questions or information needs that guide your inquiry defined?

5. (a) What are the strategies or methods that you use to pursue those questions?
(b) Who implements those strategies or methods?

6. What are your responsibilities in this process of inquiry?

7. What (or who) motivates you to learn about your programs and services in your
unit?

8. (a) What successes have you experienced in your evaluation efforts?
(b) What challenges have you experienced in your evaluation efforts?

9. (a) How would you define a high quality evaluation?
(If applicable: In what ways do you think the evaluations have been high quality?)
(b) What would you consider to be a useful evaluation?
(If applicable: In what ways do you think the evaluations have been useful?)

10. (a) In your experience, who are the various stakeholders involved in the
evaluation process and what are their roles?
(b) What about those who are responsible for the coordination or execution of the
program or activities being evaluated? What roles do they have in the evaluation
process?
Start by defining internal evaluation:
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Internal evaluators are those who (a) are directly supervised by, and report to, individuals
who are part of the internal management of an institution, and (b) have ongoing
responsibility for evaluation

Continue with a statement that reflects their responses that relate to internal
evaluation as it has just been defined. Then, ask the following questions – matching
the question to either what they have done or what they might do.
11. (a) If you were to start building the capacity for internal evaluation within your
unit, what do you believe to be the factors that would support the utility and
application of evaluation findings? In other words, what would make it easier to
use findings?
(b) On the other hand, what do you believe to be the factors that would hinder the
utility and application of evaluation findings? i.e. What would make it difficult to
use findings?
Start by defining “embedded” evaluation:
In an “embedded” internal evaluation model, the responsibility for program evaluation
rests at the unit or departmental level. Managers or project team leaders carry part-time
evaluation roles and use evaluation to strengthen programs.
12. (a) What do you perceive to be the strengths of an “embedded” approach?
(b) What do you perceive to be the limitations of an “embedded” approach?

13. Hypothetical scenario: If you were to carry out a process of inquiry with one of
your programs or services starting tomorrow, using an “embedded” internal
evaluation model, what would you need in order to feel prepared to conduct the
evaluation?

14. Do you have anything else you would like to share?

194
Final Remarks
Thank you once again for participating in my research. I’ve really enjoyed our
conversation.
In addition to these interviews, I am also looking for documents to complement these
data, so if you have any non-confidential documents, such as memos, meeting minutes,
manuals, policies, program proposals, reports, surveys, and so forth – that may provide
further insight into the evaluation practices in your department, it would be great if you
could pass them along. It would be very helpful. You can send them to me via e-mail or
I’d be happy to pick them up from you.
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APPENDIX G: DR GROUP THEMES
DR GROUP – Theme 1: Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
Tammy
Lack of Systematic Approach
 Rigour
 Standardization

Collecting Anecdotal Feedback;
Measuring Student Satisfaction

Methods and Strategies
 Collaborating with Key Stakeholders
 Using Existing Tools
 Using a Mixed Methods Approach
 Assessing Needs
 Refining Questions and Instruments

Olivia

Pam

Diane alludes to an informal/not systematic
approach to inquiry currently

Olivia uses informal surveys as a way to learn
about her programs

Post-session surveys have been used to collect data
about the programs, but these efforts have been
uncoordinated
Current reliance on gathering anecdotal feedback

End-of-session forms have been used

Olivia explains that her approach is not
necessarily rigourous

Currently collecting anecdotal data as a way to
gather feedback about the programs/services

Current approach is not systematic – dependent
on anecdotal reporting of staff experiences

On occasion, Pam engages in outreach efforts
and talks directly with students

Uses a post-session evaluation form to measure
student satisfaction

Olivia collects feedback regularly from internal
reporting processes

Post-session surveys

Post-session evaluation form

Tammy recently used a nationally recognized
research survey tool developed by a consortium of
professionals in her field

Important to collaborate with and seek advice
from other departments on campus – “crosspollination”

Currently a highly collaborative process that
involves professional staff/administrators, as
well as student staff (i.e., frontline service
providers)

Students often feel compelled to talk about their
experiences, so it’s important to let them tell
their stories
Pam values collecting quantitative data to
complement anecdotal feedback – a mixed
methods approach

Pam connects with students on a one-on-one
basis as an informal information-gathering
process

Present focus on measuring student satisfaction

This large-scale effort was one of the first steps
toward a systematic and campus-wide approach
(driven by key priorities)

Brainstorming and problem-solving among staff
in her department to create questions that can
lead to programmatic changes

Surveys are not always the best method – Tammy
would be interested in qualitative data

Assessing student needs to accommodate
changing student demographics

There is a perception that qualitative data are better
suited for considering the program level

Streamlining and standardizing approach to
evaluation is important for consistency

Standardization is helpful for collapsing data
across the different workshops

Organizational Culture of Inquiry
 Key Priorities
 Political Climate
 Support from Senior Administration
 Practitioner vs. Researcher vs. Evaluator

Diane

Tammy describes her department’s evaluation
efforts as informal/lacking a systematic approach

Lack of existing tools or resources to help Tammy
pursue evaluative inquiry
Evaluation can reveal unintended consequences

It is helpful to be plugged into existing tools or
institutional efforts to help Diane be more
rigourous in her approach

A good rationale and support for evaluation are
required before pursuing it

Tammy refers to Queen’s as a place where there is
an organizational culture of inquiry as a researchintensive university

Need to involve key stakeholders so that they
are invested in the process

Need to collaborate with key stakeholders to
determine the priorities of the university – e.g.,
what data to collect

Commitment to inquiry should be embedded
into the organizational culture – support from
supervisors/senior administrators

Practitioner vs. researcher

Evaluative inquiry should be aligned with key
priorities and overall institutional goals

Tammy doesn’t see her job as one that is about
collecting data for the sole purpose of learning new
things – needs to be useful or have a practical
application

End-of-session evaluation forms are used to
collect feedback about the training program for
student staff
Using existing tools/software (e.g.,
SurveyMonkey, FluidSurveys)
Informal focus groups have been used to gather
some qualitative data
In the process of codifying departmental goals
and expectations with respect to evaluation

Quantitative data help Pam to learn more about
the reach/scope of a program, as well as the
level of impact
A large-scale survey was conducted in 2010
(both pre- and post-experience) to get a sense of
students’ experiences, measure student
satisfaction, and assess learning outcomes
The survey instrument was designed in
collaboration with various other campus
departments, graduate student researchers
It was a consultative and collaborative process
that involved seeking the input of other service
providers and coordinators

Evaluation is important in ensuring that a
program has achieved its intended
goals/outcomes
Encouragement and direction from supervisors
motivate Olivia to consider pursuing a more
systematic approach to evaluative inquiry
Supervisors provide a sense of the key priorities
of the organization, which informs how Olivia
decides to pursue evaluation

It was important to have a clear sense of
purpose (e.g., continuing to meet the demand,
while still maintaining quality in light of a
rapidly changing student demographic)
Not at frontlines of program implementation;
there are potential risks/unintended
consequences
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DR GROUP – Theme 2: Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
Tammy
Enhancing Student Learning
 Evaluating Outcomes
 Changing Behaviour
 Coaching Student Leaders
 Pre- and Post-Session Surveys
 Unintended Consequences

There has been a greater emphasis on outcomes,
which has refocused efforts towards improving
student learning/development and moving beyond
collecting anecdotal feedback and measuring
student satisfaction levels
With student participants, Tammy is interested in
measuring behavioural change (e.g., extent to
which increased use of the department’s services
has resulted from its workshops/outreach efforts)
There are many complexities of causation that
make it difficult to correlate the achievement of an
outcome to a specific educational intervention

Improving Professional Practice
 Engaging with Communities of Practice
 Familiarity with Literature
 Personal/Professional Development

With the student leaders/volunteers, Tammy strives
to support and provide coaching through peer-topeer evaluations and meetings
Tammy frequently consults with and draws on the
resources and expertise of those who work in her
community of practice
Her professional network serves as a source of peer
motivation to do her best work, constantly
improve, and demonstrate that what she’s doing is
a useful contribution to her field
Tammy tries to read recent research studies to
remain up-to-date on guiding principles and
emerging concepts in her field

Increasing Institutional Effectiveness
 Evaluating Process
 Program Planning and Improvement
 Reach, Scope, and Engagement
 Program Decision-Making
 Staff Evaluation
 Organizational Learning and
Development

Evaluating inputs and processes (e.g., logistics)
with aim of enhancing institutional effectiveness
Tammy is particularly keen to identify any
opportunities for program improvement
Fixing any process-related problems in a timely
manner so that they do not negatively affect
program goals, and, ultimately, learning outcomes
Collecting website/social media analytics and
capturing the number of students who attend
sessions–understanding scope/reach
There’s a commitment to inquiry in her
department, which has been a success since
evaluation has tended to fall by the wayside

Diane
Streamlining the use of evaluation across the
two programs through a standardized approach
would help Diane to better enhance student
learning
Currently in the process of developing a set of
student learning outcomes for the department
Responsiveness to student input/feedback
allows Diane to constantly improve programs to
meet the needs of a changing student
demographic

Interest in program improvement is driven by a
keen desire for Diane to enhance her own
practice
The staff on Diane’s team is committed to
ongoing development and improvement
A performance dialogue process with frontline
staff as a way to provide feedback and to
empower them to deliver the programs to the
best of their ability

Evaluation as a way to support efforts in
program planning and improvement, thereby
enhancing institutional effectiveness
Being open-minded provides Diane with an
opportunity to identify any potential gaps and to
make program adjustments accordingly

Olivia

Pam

Starting to codify the various goals, objectives,
and learning outcomes as a way to formalize the
process of inquiry

A successful evaluation is one that achieves the
purposes and goals of the inquiry as defined by
the various stakeholders who are involved in the
consultation process – if it answers your initial
questions and gets to the core of what you really
need to know

There is another level of outcomes around the
student leaders who are at the frontlines: annual
performance dialogues/exit surveys aim to
support learning and development of student
staff

One way to capture students’ learning is
through the implementation of a pre- and postexperience survey – lots of controversy and
debate about the effectiveness of this approach

Olivia engages with her community of practice
and is motivated by professional reputation
Helpful to compare the programs at other
schools and to review the best practices of her
colleagues in the field
Olivia frequently engages her professional
association through an email listserv to share
information across institutions
Motivated to collaborate with peers and to bring
her department to the forefront
Support from senior administration motivates
Olivia to be committed to inquiry for the
purpose of enhancing institutional effectiveness
Actively creating an organizational culture that
is encouraging of evaluative inquiry

Made program changes as a direct result of
feedback gathered

Inviting those at the frontlines of program
delivery to share feedback and ask questions
about program effectiveness (process-related
inquiries)

Diane has attempted to target those who aren’t
attending the sessions as a way to learn more
about the critical mass of students who may be
missing from the data set

Relying on the findings from large-scale survey
efforts of other units

Diane hopes to understand what motivates
students to attend the workshops to develop a
more targeted approach to outreach

Pam is more interested in the extent to which
students have learned from their experiences as
a result of participating in the program

Pam improves her own practice by remaining at
the forefront of her field – reaches out to her
community of practice through conferences and
listservs for access to surveys used at other
institutions
Pam shares resources, survey tools, and
evaluation findings with her colleagues

Pam is committed to promoting organizational
learning and improvement
Since she is directly involved in so many
aspects of the program development process,
she is naturally interested in the impacts and
outcomes
Pursuing evaluative inquiry can be beneficial
for program decision-making. Recently went
into the final year of a three-year pilot, which
will require her team to decide whether the
department will be continuing or terminating the
program
The data collected from a recent survey to
assess student learning outcomes have provided
a lot of really valuable information
Understanding the impact of a program helps to
rationalize the operational costs associated
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DR GROUP – Theme 3: Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
Tammy
Utility and Application of Findings

Determining key priorities and primary purposes of
evaluative inquiry helps Tammy to contextualize
and operationalize use of evaluation

Diane
Evaluation findings should be useful, provide
context-specific information, and have a
practical application

Prefers to direct efforts toward program
improvement by having findings that can be turned
into deliverables fairly easily

Accountability
 Funding

Finding the balance between how much time
should be spent on program development
(practitioner) vs. evaluation.
Pursuing evaluative inquiry is important in
maintaining accountability and securing funds
By demonstrating that her team is doing good work
and aligning this evidence with the department’s
overall strategic plan, Tammy has been able to
prepare a successful budget ask document and
acquire funds for initiatives that have since become
recurring programs
External pressure to ensure that programs are
functioning well/resources allocated are justified

Reporting
 Key Stakeholders
 Contradictory Findings

There can sometimes be a discrepancy in
determining the criteria on which to evaluate the
success of a program; therefore it is important to
consult and collaborate with key stakeholders,
particularly managers/funders
Identifying the various stakeholders with whom to
share data and determining what types of stories to
share at the conclusion of an evaluation

Credibility
 Lack of Unbiased Perspective
 Potential Ethical Issues

In some cases, stakeholders weren’t interested or
didn’t think it was a good use of their time;
reluctance exacerbated when findings were
contradictory to established truths
Recently use a nationally recognized research
survey tool, which provided reliable data to report;
didn’t have to spend time establishing credibility
about the decisions made with respect to methods
Lack of credibility could result in ethical issues;
there can be a lot of pressure for program
managers/coordinators to prove that their programs
are effective and impactful
Due to fear of being evaluated, there’s potential for
people to make programs seem great – present stats
in a certain way to give biased view

Diane feels a sense of accountability to her team
members, and to those to whom she reports in
the organizational structure

Olivia

A successful evaluation is one “where you can
take some action” – that answers the questions
that have been asked

Findings help to inform her decision-making
with respect to the priorities of the department –
the specific projects that the department should
invest time in advancing

It is crucial to determine how findings will be
used and applied in a practical way prior to
developing the questions and conducting the
evaluation

Ultimately, it is Olivia’s responsibility to
enhance the quality of the program and to report
this success back to those to whom she is
accountable

Recent reorganization has resulted in a new and
formalized reporting structure – need to
maintain accountability

It is part of Diane’s leadership role to initiate
discussions about evaluation and to share
findings with relevant stakeholders across
campus

It was critical to learn whether or not there were
any unintended consequences or risks
This need was relevant for the pilot program as
there was a lot of interest at a higher level
Disseminating findings is important because
program decision-making is often tied to
funding
Pam is keen to look for efficiencies as “the
resource issue is always going to be there”

Helpful to gather data for the purpose of
provoking higher-level change, particularly as it
relates to funding

Diane feels responsible for pursuing evaluative
inquiry for reporting

Pam

Evaluation should help identify any emergent
needs and apply to the program planning
process

Olivia feels that it is important to be able to
articulate the rationale for programs and to
report evidence-based data to her colleagues at
other institutions
There is an internal reporting process that
involves sharing findings with senior
administrators, as well as various stakeholders
for whom the findings are relevant

Opportunities to reallocate resources to
programs that have been identified as key
priorities, or that may require more funds to be
successful
Pam feels that it is her responsibility to
disseminate findings to the various
stakeholders– particularly to senior
administrators involved in decision-making
Since reporting findings is such a significant
part of evaluation, she believes that it is crucial
to consult key stakeholders even before starting
to collect data – to determine priority
information needs

Olivia is keen to represent her department both
internally and externally

Diane is considering ways to enhance the
credibility of the data – currently too
subjective/anecdotal, not rigourous
This subjectivity means that responses vary
widely and sometimes contradict each other,
thereby undermining the credibility of the
findings
Developing unit-level learning outcomes might
provide less subjective data to report

Findings lend credibility to the programmatic
decisions that are made in the department

The credibility of findings can have a
significant impact on the outcome of a decision,
so she would like to collaborate with those who
have expertise with evaluation to help determine
the most appropriate methods to use
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DR GROUP – Theme 4: Overcoming Challenges

Time and Resources
 Low Response Rates

Tammy

Diane

Time overwhelmingly acts as the greatest barrier to
pursuing evaluation

Diane often struggles to find the time to engage
in evaluation efforts

Olivia struggles to find the time to refine her
own skills and build capacity for evaluation

It would be helpful to have the time to read up on a
few recent studies, focus on some key questions,
and design an integrated and comprehensive
approach to evaluation

Lots of staffing resources required to implement
an evaluation

While she might have some availability during
the summer months to plan and engage in
evaluation, it is much more difficult to do so
during the academic year

Evaluation is “not the priority when [everyone’s]
so busy … and a lot of people need to prioritize
just doing their job, being a practitioner”
Evaluation is not necessarily a requirement of her
job, so it would be easy to defer unless there were
supports/resources available

Unfamiliarity/Lack of Expertise with
Evaluation
 Fear of Evaluation
 Evaluation Capacity Building

Have had low response rates to some online
surveys and evaluation forms; students have
busy schedules so not all will complete these
data collection tools

In some cases, data were collected, but didn’t have
time to analyze data or report findings
Although Tammy is committed to refining her
skills as a practitioner, her expertise with
evaluative inquiry is limited

Questions that are not clearly written can affect
how students interpret and answer them, or
discourage them from responding altogether –
thus lowering response rates
Level of sensitivity depends on group and
history of evaluation in the department; can
seem like an imposition – establish a good
rationale to ensure that intentions are explicit

Since this area is still new to her, she often
struggles with figuring out how to conduct an
evaluation and how to define the criteria on which
to determine a successful program or intervention

This fear can lead to the feeling of the
individual being evaluated

Tammy tends to rely on the evaluation expertise of
the staff and students in her department

Evaluators who are External to
Department
 External Evaluators/Consultants
 Internal Departmental Model

It can be intimidating to invest the time required
to analyze and report on that much data

External evaluators tend to have a bit more
distance from the programs being evaluated; could
help reduce the perception of bias – “[Can]
sometimes pick up on those things that you would
just never see when you’re that close to things”

Unfamiliarity with evaluation tools and
strategies; difficult to create a standardized set
of questions

It would be helpful to have knowledge of and
access to an institutional framework for
evaluation

Tammy can more easily investigate the key issues
in greater depth because she has a contextual
understanding of the various complexities related
to her own programs; can hone in on the most
critical areas of interest
Contextual knowledge helps her establish
credibility when disseminating findings, as she can
adapt to specific target audiences
Considering how evaluation might be embedded
within program cycles

Although she recognizes that it would not be
realistic, Olivia would prefer to have access to
program recommendations without having to
spend time analyzing her own findings
Having too much data to analyze can be
“paralyzing”

She is committed to using findings

Pam
Occasionally, pursuing evaluation may fall by
the wayside due to the limitations of time and
resources
Pam struggles with the balance between
program implementation and evaluation
It is helpful to be clear about the purpose and to
pursue evaluation with its use and application in
mind
This intentionality allows Pam to consult those
persons with expertise since she does not
consider herself an evaluation professional

She can feel overwhelmed by the level of
expertise required to conduct an effective
evaluation; she wonders whether her approach
is rigourous

Pam appreciated the opportunity to work in
collaboration with other campus departments
and grad student researchers on the large-scale
survey

It would be helpful to have a better
understanding of how to create an instrument
that gathers useful data; benefit from consulting
someone with expertise to work through the
intricacies of design

This in-house expertise helped Pam to identify
key questions to pursue and to develop the
appropriate methods

It would also be useful to learn how to properly
analyze data; it can be an intimidating process
Olivia values the distanced perspective and
opinion that an external evaluator can bring to
an evaluation
However, it can be difficult for someone who is
external to understand the nuances of the
context

Tend to spend a lot of time trying to understand the
intricacies of a program; therefore, don’t have time
to explore the more complex issues

“Embedded” Internal Evaluation Model
 Contextual Knowledge
 Organizational Learning/Development

Olivia

“There’s a lot that’s just known from experience
that doesn’t translate well on paper”
There is a lot of merit to having a detailed
contextual understanding of the department

Those who are directly involved in program
development/execution have greater opportunity
to follow through with recommendations or
programmatic changes that emerge from
findings

Evaluation has typically been embedded into the
role of one of the FT professional staff as a
special project; who it is depends on the
questions being asked

Given that programs naturally evolve over time,
internal evaluation is a natural fit, as the unit
changes or responds to emergent needs in the
program development process

Although not explicitly defined in her job
description, she is frequently the point person;
her position was introduced specifically to
devote greater attention to special projects

In 2010, there was an internal department at
Queen’s that supported institutional efforts in
research, assessment, and evaluation
The involvement led to the survey going in a
different direction – moved away from the
initial purpose of the inquiry; it became a
research study and questions from two
developed instruments were added related to the
grad student’s project
Recently, Pam has taken more of an oversight
role; evaluation has been embedded into her
own role – consequently, she has been able to
assume more control over the process
Moreover, evaluation has been embedded into
the role of one of the other staff members
Her team is intimately familiar with the
program and is aware of the information needs
of the department
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APPENDIX H: DMA GROUP THEMES
DMA GROUP – Theme 1: Developing a Systematic Approach to Inquiry
Andrea
Lack of Systematic Approach
 Rigour
 Standardization

Andrea experiences a feeling of disorientation
(“tailspin”) and perceives evaluation to be a
complex/multifaceted process that is intimidating
Her approach to inquiry has been haphazard and
not systematic; “can’t figure out how to do it in a
way that gives accurate data”

Collecting Anecdotal Feedback; Measuring
Student Satisfaction
Methods and Strategies
 Collaborating with Key Stakeholders
 Using Existing Tools
 Using a Mixed Methods Approach
 Assessing Needs
 Refining Questions and Instruments

She is concerned about the reliability of the data
because there are many students who are on
campus for short periods of time
Andrea engages students in conversation about
their experiences to collect feedback anecdotally
The transient nature of this student demographic
means that she is keen to assess student needs on a
regular basis
Not enough to simply measure student satisfaction;
need to evaluate a program against the expected
outcome
Current focus is on collecting numbers, e.g.,
accessing website analytics
She distributes a short three-question survey at the
end of every session to get a sense of immediate
impressions
Andrea sees merit in a mixed methods approach
It is important for Andrea to consult/collaborate
with stakeholders; her team meets on a regular
basis to plan and review all the programs
Inquiry is a collective process that involves
discussion/debate among all the staff involved

Organizational Culture of Inquiry
 Key Priorities
 Political Climate
 Support from Senior Administration
 Practitioner vs. Researcher vs. Evaluator

Andrea has noticed that numbers seem to be valued
quite a bit by various stakeholders – particularly to
those to whom she is accountable
The collaborative effort is in large part due to the
organizational culture of the department

Emma
These student satisfaction surveys have not yet
been fully implemented in a systematic way
The recent movement towards pursuing
evaluation in a systematic way to inform
program planning and decision-making seems
to be a relatively new concept in student affairs

In particular, surveys have been designed to
include a set of questions that measure student
satisfaction
In the last decade or so, there has been a shift
towards using surveys as a tool to collect data
These surveys typically deal with more
business-like issues in an effort to enhance
organizational effectiveness
She does not believe that there is just one
approach to evaluation
One important approach is to regularly assess
the needs of the diverse and changing student
demographic; programs should always be filling
a gap; meeting a demonstrated need
Emma values the opportunity to hear from
students – an unfiltered voice – to gain a deeper
understanding of their perspective
Involvement of diverse key stakeholders that
represent relevant constituencies as a way to
understand a program from various perspectives
at different levels

She sees the words inquiry, evaluation, and
assessment to be somewhat the same
Emma perceives evaluative inquiry as a process
that attempts to solve a problem
Since problems are situated in a particular
context, it is crucial to be aligned with broader
university strategy, then distilled into
departmental priorities
It is important to consider the cultural and
political context for pursuing evaluation

Heather

Kelly

She views evaluative inquiry as an integral part
of the program planning cycle; however, she
does not yet have a systematic way of
evaluating

Kelly’s current approach is a bit of a “mixed
bag of things”; although somewhat informal,
she finds it helpful as a way to inform her work

She has been working towards setting up a
formal mechanism for collecting data; esp. some
standardization in the methods used across the
various workshops and one-on-one
appointments
Heather relies heavily on anecdotal feedback
gathered from students and staff involved in
program delivery/implementation
Workshop feedback forms for educational
sessions; and evaluation forms for the individual
services (e.g., appointments)
Since the appointments can be difficult to
evaluate, Heather uses a stats tracking
spreadsheet as a quantitative measurement
Heather and her team conducted a couple of
focus groups last year – the findings from which
were used to inform the planning of this year’s
event

There has been a recent shift towards an
increased focus on assessment and evaluation in
a more systematic way; to formalize and codify
the process of information-gathering with
greater intentionality

Kelly relies heavily on anecdotal feedback
gathered from students informally as a way to
get testimonials in support of a program
She regularly gathers facts and figures related to
event attendance and participation rates –
statistics that are both informative and easy to
collect
Last year, she was involved with a committee
that reviewed an established student survey tool
By consulting and collaborating with various
key stakeholders, Kelly has been able to
enhance her approach to evaluation
Kelly is keen to use a mixed methods approach

She conducts informal focus groups with
students working in her office to test pilot
questions

The recent implementation of focus groups has
complemented the use of surveys

Qualitative data in a mixed methods approach
enhance the usefulness of the findings; she is
open to trying new methods

Receiving qualitative comments directly from
students provides Kelly with a unique
opportunity to assess student needs

Heather consults regularly with stakeholders
involved; working with those who are invested
in findings enhances the process and followthrough
Having been interested in/involved with
evaluation efforts, Heather appreciates that
there’s a direct linkage between evaluation and
program planning
It is important to contextualize this spirit of
inquiry in the overall university plan and
strategic framework
As the liaison between her unit and the
stakeholders at the administrative level, she is
aware of key priorities that may inform the
kinds of information that need to be collected

Kelly considers this proactive pre-planning
process to be really important
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DMA GROUP – Theme 2: Establishing the Purposes and Goals of Evaluative Inquiry
Andrea
Enhancing Student Learning
 Evaluating Outcomes
 Changing Behaviour
 Coaching Student Leaders
 Pre- and Post-Session Surveys
 Unintended Consequences

Improving Professional Practice
 Engaging with Communities of Practice
 Familiarity with Literature
 Personal/Professional Development

One of the main purposes of evaluation is to
improve student learning outcomes

Emma

Heather

As part of a broader university strategy to
enhance teaching and learning, there has been a
greater emphasis on student learning outcomes

The newly published strategic framework has
influenced a recent shift towards the
identification/assessment of learning outcomes;
thus, she has begun to articulate and codify the
student learning outcomes

To enhance the broader student learning
experience, there has been a greater emphasis
on learning outcomes at the program level;
consequently, Kelly has been keen to develop
tools to assess these outcomes

Although the learning objectives may differ
across students, Heather is keen to ensure that
all students are moving forward in their
development

She is constantly looking for ways to improve
student learning and development

Reviewing the expected learning outcomes and
evaluating how effectively programs and services
are facilitating these outcomes allows a renewed
focus on enhancing student learning and
development – a touchstone that
staff/administrators should always come back to

This shift has provided a unique opportunity to
look at co-curricular programs and services in
the same way as an educational curriculum –
with knowledge, skills, and attitudes as
foundational pieces

It is important to consider any possible unintended
consequences that may arise as a result of student
participation or engagement in an educational
intervention

Finding evidence of student learning allows
Emma to select the best educational tools and
develop programs/services that will be effective
and impactful

Andrea has a strong passion for student services

Pursuing evaluation allows staff/administrators
to remain up-to-date with both internal/external
factors that influence change

To improve her own professional practice, she
participates in national groups and professional
associations
She has been recognized for her leadership role in
sharing best practices
Andrea feels a sense of responsibility to contribute
to her community of practice

Emma is personally committed to
organizational learning given her educational
background
This commitment to inquiry helps Emma to
keep evaluation in the forefront of her mind
throughout the program planning and
implementation process

She acknowledges that it can be challenging to
assess learning outcomes since the learning
process is so complex and integrated; “How do
you evaluate where people are at in a process?”
She frequently consults her counterparts to
understand the successes/challenges they face
Heather is able to draw on existing resources,
relevant research, successful practices, and
sample survey questions for her staff and to use
these tools to help inform her own decisionmaking
She is interested to improve her own practice, as
it helps her role model being a reflective
practitioner
Heather’s personal commitment to inquiry is
driven by her natural curiosity

Increasing Institutional Effectiveness
 Evaluating Process
 Program Planning and Improvement
 Reach, Scope, and Engagement
 Program Decision-Making
 Staff Evaluation
 Organizational Learning and
Development

Establishing a clear purpose for pursuing
evaluative inquiry enhances collaboration among
the staff; it provides the team with a sense of
direction

There needs to be a comprehensive set of cocurricular programs and services that are
constantly being evaluated and updated, thereby
enhancing institutional effectiveness

Thus far, Heather has primarily been tracking
stats, e.g., student participation rates and
number of sessions offered
Heather’s curiosity motivates her to evaluate
processes in an effort to enhance institutional
effectiveness

Andrea feels a sense of responsibility to pursue
evaluation for organizational learning and
development

By gathering data regularly, it is possible to be
responsive to changing student needs and
institutional priorities in a dynamic way

At the programmatic level, she is constantly
looking for any strong trends that might inform
planning and decision-making

Evaluation findings can be helpful for the
prioritization of initiatives; this decision-making
process is complex and requires evidence to
support the policies/programs implemented

Gathering information about inputs and
processes allows her to improve efficiency by
understanding the amount of resources required
to run a particular program relative to the
outcomes that are achieved

Evaluation is a way to be adaptive and to
promote organizational learning/development

One of the main purposes of program evaluation
is quality improvement

Since student needs, learning outcomes, and
institutional goals/priorities are constantly
changing and situated in the context of a
dynamic environment, it is crucial to frequently
evaluate what is being done

When it comes to improving the quality of
programs/services, Heather looks for data that
can be used to make specific program changes
and relies heavily on evaluation as a tool to
inform her decision-making

It is crucial to find a balance among the issues and
to proceed cautiously when making programmatic
changes
It is important to establish metrics or KPIs based
on the changes so there’s a way to evaluate the
effectiveness of the changes

Kelly

She frequently uses a listserv as a way to
consult her counterparts at other universities and
to collect some comparative data about
programs
Kelly engages with peer networks by
participating in conferences to remain
knowledgeable about key issues, relevant
theories, and best practices
Kelly frequently relies on the student affairs
literature to better understand the changing
research landscape in specific functional areas
She personally cares that the programs are
impactful/meaningful to students in a positive
way
Evaluative inquiry actively contributes to and
promotes organizational learning
By adopting an inquiry mindset and thinking
critically and strategically about the various
programs, Kelly believes that managers can
develop a greater understanding of the
contextual nuances that contribute to
institutional effectiveness
Kelly values the role of evaluation in
determining whether or not programs that were
effective at other institutions can be successful
at Queen’s
Evaluation can help understand the contextual
differences among institutions to determine the
extent to which programs can be transferable
It is crucial to continually evaluate to ensure the
sustainability of the program; it plays a key role
in program decision-making – “Being able to
justify why we’re continuing a program”
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DMA GROUP – Theme 3: Utilizing, Applying, and Disseminating Findings
Andrea
Utility and Application of Findings

An effective evaluation is one that looks into the
future and provides some direction
Pursuing evaluation should result in findings that
can be used and applied to a specific context
The practical application of findings is important
because evaluation requires a considerable
investment of time and resources

Emma
Before engaging her team in an evaluation,
Emma determines the key priorities and
information needs of her superiors and focuses
on these specific requirements

By designing an evaluation with usefulness in
mind (early on in the process), Heather can
ensure that she only collects information that
can be applied

Emma perceives evaluation to be distinct from
research in that there is an opportunity to
harness findings for a practical application

She feels strongly about designing evaluations
that are utilization-focused so recommended
changes reflected in findings are within the
scope of her authority

In some ways, she views evaluation as a
business concept – one that involves acquiring
knowledge for a pragmatic purpose

Accountability
 Funding

The measurement of KPIs and metrics is crucial
for reporting and maintaining upward
accountability
Various stakeholders in a program (incl. superiors)
may be interested in different kinds of information
By remaining accountable to those to whom she
reports, Andrea stays up-to-date with respect to
key organizational priorities
This upward accountability ensures that senior
organizational leaders are informed when making
decisions that have direct implications for her team

Reporting
 Key Stakeholders
 Contradictory Findings

It is important to maintain accountability in all
directions, incl. how information goes outward
The various stakeholders involved in a program
may be interested in different kinds of information
She is keen to share findings with colleagues at the
university who work on similar programs

Credibility
 Lack of Unbiased Perspective
 Potential Ethical Issues

Heather

Pursuing evaluative inquiry is important for
maintaining upward accountability
Evaluation findings are helpful for informing
decisions related to the allocation of funds
Using evidence-based decision-making is
becoming embedded in the budget process
This greater emphasis on the use of empirical
data in the budget allocation process means that
it is becoming increasingly valuable to
demonstrate the extent to which goals/outcomes
are realized
In addition to upward accountability, there is a
need to report findings out to various
stakeholders external to the unit
Administrators from other units may have some
contextual knowledge or detailed insight into
certain parts of the data, which has the potential
to impact her own work

This reporting of data to those who are external to
the unit serves to help others understand the work
and impact of Andrea’s department

Since it is uncommon for programs to be
situated exclusively in one unit, it is critical to
disseminate findings to all those who are
involved in some way

A lack of intentionality could negatively affect the
credibility of findings

A good evaluation is one that achieves its
intended purpose or goal

Evaluations can “become more cumbersome
and research-focused than utilization-focused”
While it is great to be able to write and publish
a research paper, it may not necessarily offer the
information required to make
changes/improvements to a program
The annual report provides an opportunity to
communicate information upwards to remain
accountable to those to whom she reports
External pressures motivate her to disseminate
findings; there’s a greater emphasis on
accountability
The provincial government has recently been
expecting more of colleges and universities,
which contributes to the urgent need to have
strong evidence to support the work

Transparency is a fundamental part of reporting
findings effectively to key stakeholders
For the past couple of years, Heather has
prepared an annual report to include strategic
plans, performance indicators, and evaluation
findings
By disseminating findings to the various
stakeholders, Heather can help on-campus
partners to become more aware of the important
work happening in her unit

Kelly
If programs are evaluated on an annual basis,
there is an added opportunity to establish
consistency for some longitudinal data
New expectations for data now make it difficult
to move forward without evidence of successful
outcomes
Within the student affairs field, there is a new
expectation that staff/administrators are able to
clearly articulate how empirical data inform
program decision-making
To manage the scope and depth of an
evaluation, it is important to consider the utility
and application of findings
The need to justify the added value and to make
decisions about whether to continue or
terminate a program is tied to “the fact that
[Kelly has] had to rely a lot more on some
donor funds”
There is a greater sense of accountability for
programs and their impact on students
With external funders, more frequent follow-up
is required as donors are interested to see results
Evaluative inquiry has been informative/helpful,
particularly for a new donor-funded pilot
program
Even when a program is not funded externally,
it is crucial to disseminate findings internally
Internal reporting should be targeted to a
specific audience and should respond to any
inquiries that stakeholders might have
It is beneficial to consider the unique
information needs of the target audience even
before conducting an evaluation
Findings do not need to be disseminated broadly
to be useful; can be internal tool to know
impacts
This additional layer of accountability motivates
Kelly to make the time to pursue evaluative
inquiry in a way that is rigourous
Kelly has endeavoured to involve faculty
members in the evaluation process to lend some
credibility to the findings
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DMA GROUP – Theme 4: Overcoming Challenges
Andrea
Time and Resources
 Low Response Rates

Andrea is limited by constraints of time/resources,
which has led to a feeling of being overwhelmed
The lack of time has been exacerbated in recent
years by a dramatic surge in workload
Resources have been increasingly limited; in some
years, there have been some additional student
staff/volunteers to help with evaluation, but these
resources vary from year to year

Unfamiliarity/Lack of Expertise with
Evaluation
 Fear of Evaluation
 Evaluation Capacity Building

Andrea has been feeling overwhelmed with the
complex and daunting task of evaluation; She is
“quite frustrated with ineffective, time-consuming,
and expensive evaluations”
Andrea feels that she lacks the expertise required
to conduct an evaluation effectively
Although she pursues inquiry in other ways,
Andrea struggles with selecting methods and
designing an instrument for data collection
She is sometimes skeptical about the reliability of
the data she collects because she is worried that she
hasn’t “asked the question in a way that really
expresses what [she] wants to know”
It can be challenging to determine what kind of
information to gather – a process that has hindered
her from pursuing evaluation

Evaluators who are External to
Department
 External Evaluators/Consultants
 Internal Departmental Model

“Embedded” Internal Evaluation Model
 Contextual Knowledge
 Organizational Learning/Development

Emma

Time is overwhelmingly the greatest
challenge; Heather’s role is action-oriented, so
it is difficult to find the time to evaluate

The decision to pursue evaluation should
involve determining the requirements with
respect to staff time/commitment, and then
deciding whether or not it is worthwhile to
invest the resources needed; there is an
opportunity cost to all program decisions, incl.
evaluation

Even when she can create a set of key
questions, there’s no time to pilot/refine it
Time is allocated during team meetings and
staff retreats to discuss evaluation efforts

Kelly
Limitations of time are overwhelming; it is the
greatest challenge
Considerations of how the findings will be
utilized guides decisions about depth and rigour
Sometimes, there are evaluations in which data
were collected, but not analyzed/interpreted,
thereby defeating the purpose

It’s about deciding how much data are enough;
to avoid being overloaded and overwhelmed
with data, specific aspects of a program are
evaluated at defined periods throughout the
year
It can be difficult to get staff buy-in; there may
be a perception that the individual is being
evaluated

There’s an opportunity cost, particularly for those
who work within defined hours of the day

This lack of knowledge and skills in evaluation
can lead to a feeling of being overwhelmed or
even a fear of evaluation; these negative
feelings are exacerbated by a paucity of existing
tools

She ensures that her staff doesn’t feel
threatened or as if they’re being put on the spot
unnecessarily

Although these qualifications haven’t been
incorporated into job descriptions, it may be
important to look for skills in those who are hired

Staff may be averse due to a lack of expertise

It is crucial to build capacity among the
staff/managers at the unit level

All staff could benefit from a greater
understanding of evaluation through increased
research studies and opportunities for training

It can be challenging to develop the
skills/tools; many staff have not had training in
evaluation, so it would be helpful to consult
someone with expertise as a resource

Given the current climate of fiscal
responsibility, in some cases, it is necessary to
rely on less scientific data to move forward
Those who are tasked with conducting an
evaluation may not necessarily have the
expertise

The value of having someone who is external to
the department lead the evaluation process is that
that person might be inclined to design the
evaluation somewhat differently

Approach to evaluative inquiry can vary
depending on the unique skills/background of
the person or group leading the evaluation
process
Program coordinators may have more of a oneminded approach since they have a detailed
understanding of the scope, complexity, and the
various issues associated with the program

It’d be helpful to have specialists at the university,
so not all staff and administrators have to become
experts on evaluation

External evaluators may offer an advantage as
“new eyes see things those who are working
with it either can’t or don’t want to see”

In this internal departmental model, the specialist
would be able to provide consultation/guidance to
units that may be struggling with evaluation design
Andrea values the role of contextual knowledge
and recognizes that those persons who are directly
involved in program planning and implementation
have a unique perspective

In an ideal world, Emma envisions having a
group of experts whom staff can consult for
guidance
Program evaluation has increasingly become a
priority; it is becoming embedded in the
processes of the university, incl. mandate

Andrea believes there is merit in the direct
involvement of staff at the frontlines of program
delivery in the evaluation process; they are likely
to follow through on the application of findings

Heather

Evaluation can take a lot of time/resources;
there is a constant tension between pursuing
evaluation and attending to other priorities

It is important to embrace an inquiry mindset –
to constantly use evaluation to understand the
breadth, scope, and impact of programs/services
It is crucial to involve those at the frontlines of
program implementation

Many staff may not have the knowledge and
skills or the time required to do it well; there may
be hesitancy unless rationale is clearly articulated

She can actively engage and rely on those who
may be experienced or have an academic interest
Building capacity establishes confidence

She has been involved with numerous
evaluation studies; she would not consider
herself an expert
It may be easier to dismiss findings when an
evaluation is conducted by someone who is
external to the department
It is her role to ensure that her staff is making
decisions based on evidence and data; she
coordinates the process through delegation
She must determine who has the technical
expertise to carry out the evaluation

Staff members have an intimate familiarity and
understanding of the contextual nuances that
may impact the evaluation process
Greater sense of responsibility/ownership and
follow-through if there’s involvement of staff
at the frontlines of program
delivery/implementation
Program planning and evaluation are strategic
processes that complement each other

Several years ago, an external evaluator was
hired, but lack of contextual knowledge stalled
progress
She has worked with an internal specialist who
provided support to SA units
While the role fostered a culture of inquiry, there
was still a bit of a learning curve
With these two models of evaluation, there are
financial considerations to be made
Evaluation has become incorporated into her
role; draws on her own skills, educational
background, and previous professional
experiences
Staff members have a thorough understanding of
contextual nuances of a program
Since program coordinators can approach
evaluation with a certain amount of knowledge,
the learning curve is reduced

