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How can evaluation theory help us explore our own approaches to assessment and better understand each other’s approaches? How can this 
understanding help us do better evaluation and research? This session explores the fundamental theories underlying evaluation and help participants 
situate themselves on a spectrum of methods, values, and use. 
 

 



	
 
 

Methods 
(Postpositivist) 

Values (Constructivist) Use (Pragmatic) 

Description Focuses primarily on 
quantitative designs 
and data 

Focuses primarily on 
identifying multiple values 
and perspectives through 
qualitative methods 

Scientific method is insufficient 
to discover truth; use common 
sense and practical thinking 

Axiological 
assumption 

Respect, Justice, 
Beneficence 

Evaluator aware of own 
values and those of 
others 

Gain knowledge in pursuit of 
desired ends as influenced by 
the evaluator’s values and 
politics 

Ontological 
assumption 

(reality) 

One reality knowable 
within a certain level 
of probability 

Multiple, socially 
constructed realities 

There is a single reality, and all 
individuals have their own 
unique interpretation of reality 

Epistemological 
assumption 

Distant, Objective Meaningful dialogue and 
reflection to create 
knowledge 

Relationships in evaluation are 
determined by what the 
evaluator deems is deemed as 
appropriate to that particular 
study 

Methodological 
assumption 

Scientific method, 
hypothesis, 
quantitative methods 

Qualitative, but 
quantitative too; 
Participatory 

Match methods to specific 
questions and purposes of 
research; mixed methods can 
be used as evaluators facilitate 
work back and forth between 
various approaches 

Theorists Tyler, Campbell, 
Cook, Shadish, 
Boruch, Cronbach 

House, Scriven, Stake, 
Guba, Lincoln, Eisner 

Stufflebeam, Weiss, Wholey, 
Patton, Preskill, Alkin 

Table 1. Adapted from Mertens and Wilson (2012).  
Mertens and Wilson (2012) provide a structure through which we can analyze the theory tree, 
examining the assumptions made by theorists in each branch. By exploring the axiology, 
ontology, epistemology, and methodology of various theorists, we can triangulate a position that 
most accurately reflects our approach to evaluation.  
 
 
Reflection Questions 

1. Looking at the table above, circle the words or phrases that most resonate with you when 
you think about assessment. 

2. Think about one person you’re in conversation with around assessment (e.g., institutional 
research), and put a star next to words that reflect how you think they might feel. What 
does this surface? Tensions? Alignment? Collaboration? 

3. Could you take this table to a meeting with someone on your campus and use it as a 
conversation starter? 

4. Consider digging deeper into evaluation theories outlined to inform practice or research. 
Which theorists from this session most align with where your values might be?  



Your	Logic	Model
Desired results

What is success?

Logic Check

If all goes well…
Goal
The most significant 
change

Are the outcomes enough to 
create this goal?

Outcomes
3 components necessary 
for the goal

Are the outputs enough to 
create these outcomes?

Outputs
Direct results from 
activities

Does each output directly 
contribute to an outcome?

Activities
What the program does

Will these activities create all 
the necessary outputs?
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My/Our Current Priorities for Assessing Community Engagement are: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My/Our Allies 

[R=real; P=Potential] 

Predators 

[R=real; P=Potential] 

Individuals, Groups, Policies, Systems 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My/Our Strengths 

[WD=Well Developed; R=Room for Growth; 

U=Untapped] 

Threats/Barriers 

[R=Real;  P=Potential] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Where do you see opportunities for action/relationship building to form a coalition to move 

your priorities forward?   
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Generally speaking, when thinking about the context for assessing community engaged 

activities at your campus [or alternatively within your department, program, project, etc.], 

which character from the Wizard of Oz do you most identify with?  Why?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Character Examples 
 

 Auntie Em/Uncle Henry - Charged with caretaking some level of assessment data but may be disconnected from access to 

key points of data or people; left to fend for her/himself. 

 

 Cowardly Lion - Scared to ask for data; with encouragement and support could be one of Dorothy’s advocates. 

 

 Dorothy Gale – Naïve or new to assessment generally or to CE in particular. Has been told to follow the yellow brick road by 

someone because it will take her to the Emerald City; has the best of intentions but isn’t sure what she is doing; is 

enthusiastic, looks for the positive and can be a cheerleader/motivator for others on the team.  

 

 Flying Monkeys – Person, group, force that inadvertently or intentionally is trying to throw you off your goal; they can cause 

you to lose focus due to competing initiatives or priorities; may drain you/the project of time, talent, or resources. 

 

 Glinda the Good Witch - In a position of formal power, understands the benefits of this project/initiative, swoops in when 

needed to provide resources or support; has authority to remove barriers or champion you or the project internally/externally 

when necessary. 

 

 Munchkins – Mid-level or grassroots practitioners; they live where the activities are actually being carried out; they work hard, 

can contribute effectively to a team; they bring a technical skills and contextual knowledge but need to be mobilized; they work 

best when there is a clear strategy, sets of goals and plan of action.  

 

 Ozmites – individuals in support positions; often carry out their work in the backroom.  They fulfill key functions may possess a 

lot of data or know how to access it if only they were asked. 

 

 Scarecrow – Person with extensive content area and technical expertise, skill and wisdom but who is resource starved, lacks 

formal authority or who is burnt out from years of fighting off crows and flying monkeys; would make an excellent thought 

partner for Dorothy. 

 

 Tin Man – lacks passion has been beat down by local conditions and/or external forces; alternatively, is most comfortable 

taking a techno-rational rationale approach to assessment and is a great quantitative data person but is uncomfortable with 

participatory methods and processes. Either way could be one of Dorothy’s advocates. 

 

 Toto – Dorothy’s closest ally and critical friend; can be person or office/dept at your campus or in the community; may or may 

not be directly involved in assessment work but has good judgement and understanding of the conditions, people, issues, 

dynamics involved. Gives honest, caring, feedback. 

 

 Wicked Witch of the West – In a position of formal power; does not see this project as “mission critical” may be in active 

competition for resources to support a competing assessment project/initiative; may actively try to subvert what you are trying 

accomplish both internally and/or externally.  

 

 Wizard – Person/system behind the curtain, sets the structure/system into place or responsible for shepherding it; not actively 

trying to squish you; may even lack awareness of your work; can make it easier or harder for your work to get done if you can 

get their attention or show that your work has institutional/system level implications. 

 

 

 

If you can think of others, add them in…let us know we’d love to build them into this activity. 


