14 Evaluation

I find the concept of disciplined inquiry in section 14.1 very useful indeed in framing the whole question of evaluating the quality of research.  It is not a very fashionable concept today, but I think we should do all we can to revive it.  Beginning research students especially often need to understand clearly that empirical research (whether quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods) varies greatly in quality.  Not all research is good research, and we therefore have to adopt a critical and evaluative approach when we read it.  This is one reason why I believe all professional courses should include some training in research and research methods.  Many professional practitioners will not become ‘doers’ of research, but virtually all will be, in different ways, consumers of research.  Therefore all need ways of thinking about the quality of the research they read.  (I also believe that nothing teaches about research as effectively as doing a research dissertation).

The other main concept in section 14.1 – the fit between component parts of a project – has been stressed in many places throughout the book.  Extending it further, I often say to my students that there should be no surprises for the reader of a proposal or dissertation.  If the researcher has got it right, the parts should all fit together logically, and the research should be framed and presented in such a way that it forms a coherent, internally consistent story of argument.  

The five main criteria in section 14.1.3 all follow from what has been said earlier in the book.  In my teaching of this chapter, I single out especially the quality of data criterion again.  I do this because I believe it is not given enough attention in the literature or in the practice of research.  Yet much of it is within the researcher’s control, with careful planning and attention to detail.  This applies particularly to data collection procedures (whether the data are quantitative, qualitative or mixed) where careful attention to detail and common sense should dictate what we do.  This chapter gives me the chance to reinforce this particular point.  All of the material in section 14.1 leads into proposal and dissertation writing in Chapter 15 (described more fully in my book Developing Effective Research Proposals).  

Section 14.2 deals briefly with program evaluation.  I know it will be more relevant in some contexts than in others.   But education researchers are sometimes asked to do evaluation projects, and in addition, some dissertation projects verge on evaluation studies.  There is substantial overlap between empirical education research in general, and evaluation in particular.  Thus much of the previous 13 chapters is relevant here, although the context of course is different.  In section 14.2.5, I refer to Colin Robson’s book on small scale evaluation.  I think it is especially useful for teacher-researchers who are involved in evaluation studies.   

Examples of evaluation studies:

http://epa.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/30/3/281
http://epa.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/30/3/255
http://epa.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/29/4/262
http://epa.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/29/4/296
http://epa.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/28/3/195
http://epa.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/28/3/215
http://aje.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/29/4/516
http://aje.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/29/1/8
The journals Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, and the American Journal of Evaluation, are good sources of examples of evaluation studies.  
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