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The Center for Comprehensive School Reform 
and Improvement (2006) explains that “In 
schools, program evaluation means examining 
initiatives the school has undertaken—whether 
the initiative is an approach to literacy instruction 
or a program to support struggling students—to 
answer the question, ‘Is what we are doing work-
ing?’” The important point is that principals 
should be constantly reviewing the ways in which 
resources—staff, time, and money—are used 
and should be asking: Is what we are doing hav-
ing a positive impact on students? Is the effect a 
program is having worth the money or should we 
spend our resources another way?

Program evaluation can help to answer a range 
of common-sense—but critically important—
questions. For example, Are we seeing the results 
we anticipated? or What changes should we make, 
if any, to increase the program’s impact? (McREL, 
2000).

Howard (2004) steps back from the idea of eval-
uating a specific program and puts the approach 
in a broader context: “School improvement and 
data-driven decision making are two terms that 

all school leaders hear almost every day. Program 
evaluation brings together these two concepts by 
focusing data collection and analysis in an orga-
nized way in order to improve programs and, 
through improvement of these component pro-
grams, to improve schools.”

While you might agree in theory with the idea 
that data should be collected to assess how well 
programs are working, you might also be thinking 
that you don’t have the time or skills needed for 
an evaluation. You are definitely not alone in that 
opinion. However, Herman and Winters (1992) 
suggest that educators’ experience as “progress 
trackers” who almost continuously gather data to 
help assess what is going on in classrooms prepares 
them well for program evaluation. They con-
tinue: “Much of this progress tracking, whether 
at the classroom or program level, addresses two 
simple questions: How are we doing? How can we 
improve?” 

McNamara (1998) agrees that educators have 
the skills and ability to conduct evaluations since 
they “do not have to be experts in these topics to 
carry out a useful program evaluation.” McNamara 
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goes on to say that “The ‘20-80’ rule 
applies here, that 20% of effort gener-
ates 80% of the needed results. It’s bet-
ter to do what might turn out to be an 
average effort at evaluation than to do 
no evaluation at all.”

In addition, “many evaluation tech-
niques are easy to execute; can make 
use of data that are already being 
gathered; and can be performed on 
a scale that is practical for teachers, 
principals, and other school leaders” 
(Center for Comprehensive School 
Reform, 2006).

The challenge, then, is to conduct an 
evaluation that yields useful data—while 
not diverting undue amounts of staff 
time from teaching and other impor-
tant responsibilities. Distilling the evalu-
ation process to three critical questions 
can help to organize the process:

n What are we looking for?
n How will we look for it?
n How will we use the data?

What to look for 
Words that are familiar to educa-

tors—formative and summative—from 
the perspective of assessing student 
learning are also relevant to program 
evaluation (Frechtling, 2002). A for-
mative evaluation of a program might 
ask whether the program or approach 
is being done as it is intended to 
be. Howard (2004) calls this “taking 
stock,” with some questions that might 
be asked such as: Are there variations 
across classrooms? Do particular com-
ponents seem to strengthen the overall 
program?

In contrast, a summative evaluation 
uses your school’s reasons for deciding 
to use the program—the objectives—as 
a measure against which its success is 
measured. For example, have students 
who participated in our after-school 
tutoring program made the desired 
progress?

Although many formal program eval-
uations might be summative in nature, 
formative evaluations are likely to be 
most helpful to your school’s improve-
ment efforts. There is a common sense 
reason for this. Periodic reviews of how 

things are going can help you ensure 
that programs, use of specific teaching 
strategies, etc., are headed in the right 
direction.

how to look for It
The “how” should begin with devel-

oping a thorough plan of action. As 
part of the planning process, you will 
need to:

Establish due dates and timelines. Plan-
ning too tightly almost guarantees that 
there will be slippage, and the project 
overall may suffer.

Identify resources that will be needed. 
Staff time and expertise are two specific 
resources that should be discussed in 
detail.

Identify the components of the evaluation 
and assign responsibilities. The impor-
tant concern at this stage is to think 
concretely—and in as detailed a man-
ner as possible—about what will need to 
be done.

One important piece of advice: Keep 
the plan as simple as possible, espe-
cially for your first program evaluation. 
Remember that everyone working on 
the evaluation has other, more pressing 
responsibilities, and that the evaluation 
will need to mesh with the normal flow 
of school work.

how to use the Data
Using the data is a must-do step 

of any evaluation. Otherwise, the 
resources used to support it would 
have been better spent elsewhere 
(Sanders & Sullins, 2006). Data use has 
two components: analyzing it in order 
to glean lessons from it—what Killion 
(2002) calls “meaning-making”—and 
then using these lessons to support 

decision-making. McNamara (1998) 
suggests that this meaning-making is 
often easier if you go back to the goals 
of your evaluation: “This will help you 
organize your data and focus your 
analysis. For example, if you wanted to 
improve your program by identifying 
its strengths and weaknesses, you can 
organize data into program strengths, 
weaknesses and suggestions to improve 
the program.”

Here are additional tips that can help 
you and the other staff members ana-
lyze the data that have been collected:

n  Ask: Do these results make sense? 
How can they help in decision- 
making about the program?

n  Don’t assume the program is the 
only source of outcomes (positive or 
negative).

n  Don’t rush this step of the evalua-
tion process; the first fact discovered 
may not be the most important one 
(Cicchinelli & Barley, 1999; W. K. 
Kellogg Foundation, 1998).

Once the three key questions have 
been identified, staff members work-
ing on the evaluation can focus on 
deciding which data will be needed to 
answer them. In Champion’s (2002) 
view, “No single data source can mea-
sure everything ... A good evaluation 
includes several kinds of data that 
measure the same thing from different 
angles.”

However, trying to draw from too 
many data sources may prove confus-
ing. The goal is to develop an evalu-
ation plan that balances the need 
for information with ease and cost of 
data collection. To do this, you should 
decide what information is critical to 
answering the question. You can also 
find that some of the relevant data 
might be difficult or costly (in terms 
of time and money) to collect. If so, 
circle back to your questions and ask 
whether different ones—those that 
could be addressed more economi-
cally—would still provide you with a 
productive evaluation.

Data such as test scores or atten-
dance records will typically form part 
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of the evaluation’s data base. However, 
descriptions of how the program func-
tions or the feelings and attitudes of 
those involved with the program also 
can be useful data to collect. Data of 
this sort can provide context and might 
help to explain, for example, why the 
program isn’t working as well as expect-
ed. Such qualitative information can be 
collected through surveys, interviews, or 
observations.

A primary use of program evaluation 
data should be to inform decision- 
making about school programs. Depend- 
ing on the purpose of the evaluation, 
school staff need to consider the fol-
lowing. Does the program do what 
it is supposed to do? What program 
improvements do the findings suggest? 
For example, does it look as though the 
approach is not being implemented 
as designed? If you decide to keep the 
current program, perhaps with modi-
fications, the findings might suggest 
some ways to improve the program’s 

effectiveness. Finally, if the evaluation 
provides solid data that a program isn’t 
working—and likely will not work—
what does the evaluation tell us about 
what to look for in a replacement pro-
gram or approach?

the Principal’s Pivotal role
In Howard’s (2004) view, principals 

can be pivotal in creating “evaluation-
friendly” environments in their schools 
by helping staff understand that the 
intent is to evaluate programs, not 

people; integrating data collection into 
existing procedures as much as possible; 
and making it clear that some important 
questions can be addressed quite easily.

Finally, Champion (2004) stresses that 
it is important that your initial efforts to 
conduct more systematic reviews of your 
school’s programs be of high quality—
even if that means they are fairly limited 
in scope: “Think big, but take some 
small, carefully considered steps. Start 
with a conversation with your colleagues 
about what would be most useful to know 
with some certainty ... You don’t need to 
do everything at once.” 
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WEB RESOURCES

Evaluating for Success was originally 
developed by McREL to help 
support schools’ implementation 
of Comprehensive School Reform 
programs. However, its clear description 
of the evaluation process can be applied 
to any evaluation project.
www.mcrel.org/topics/products/76

The 2002 User-Friendly Handbook 
for Program Evaluation is posted on 
the Web site of the National Science 
Foundation. In one chapter, the authors 
briefl y discuss the advantages and 
disadvantages of approaches to data 
collection such as surveys and focus 
groups.
www.nsf.gov/pubs/2002/nsf02057/
start.htm

The New York State Teacher 
Resource Centers host a Web site to 
assist educators to “plan, implement, 
and communicate evaluation activities.” 
Included are tools such as an evaluation 
planner spreadsheet, designed to 
help support the development of an 
evaluation.
www.programevaluation.org
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