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Introduction

ºAbout me: PhD in evaluation and development 
management programme.

ºProgramme theory evaluation tools and the 
development sector.

ºWPLL Journal: Using logic chain and theory of change 
tools to evaluate widening participation: Learning from 
the What works? Student retention and success 
programme.

ºWhat works and related projects.

ºCurrent evaluation projects.



Overview of session

ºEvaluation challenges and the  value of programme 
theory evaluation.

ºLogic chains

ºTheory of change

ºIndicators

ºEvidence

ºBaselines

ºUnintended consequences

Sharing and 

participation



Evaluation challenges

o What are your evaluation challenges?

o Clarity of purpose

o Time lag

o Causation/attribution



Why programme theory 

evaluation?

Programme theory evaluation is a group of tools that:

o Have a clear focus on impact evaluation.

o Builds in the ôtime-lagõ to the process.

o Test whether a programme or intervention is designed in 

a way that it can make an impact. 

o Many of the tools developed in the context of overseas 

development, addressing complex and entrenched issues.

o Strong emphasis on stakeholder involvement.

o Logic chains and theory of change are two examples.



Theory of change and logic chains

o These tools assume activities are implemented to create a 

positive impact (e.g. on access or success), rather than 

simply for compliance.

o Logic chains and theory of change are intended to help 

make the relationship between activities/outputs and 

impact explicit, and to identify interim outcomes or steps 

that indicate progress towards longer term goals.

o It begins with a prediction of how you will reach your 

longer term aims, mapping progression from activities to 

outcomes to impact.



Assumes a causal relationship

Activities
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Logic chains and Theory of Change

o The logic chain sets out how change is expected 

to happen.

o The ToCworks in a similar way, identifying a 

series of ôifêthenêõstatements: activities and 

outcomes which you think will lead to longer 

term outcomes.

Inter-

ventions

Immediate 

benefits

Medium 

term 

outcomes

Longer-

term 

impact



Theory of change narrative

If the activity is delivered as planned then students 

can participate.  If students participate in this 

activity then they will gain the following immediate 

benefits.  If they have these benefits then they will 

have  [medium term outcomes].  If they have these 

medium term outcomes then they will have the 

following longer term impact(s).



Benefits of this approach

o Makes ideas, relationships and assumptions explicit, so 

they can be shared and tested, and youõre all working with 

the same view of the intervention.

o Review whether activities make sense, given your goals; 

o Ensure that the activities together achieve your longer 

term goal;

o Identify if there are activities that are not required; 

o Identify term outcomes and indicators of intermediate 

success.



Letõs practiceê

o Mentoring of school students by university students

o How does this widen access?

o Can you create a theory change statement ôêif thisê, then 

thisêõ for your own work?



Theory of change narrative: 

Mentoring

If school students are mentored by HE students ôlike 

themõ, then they will view HE as a possibility. If they 

continue with the mentoring, then they will 

understand the requirements and benefits of HE 

entry.  If they view HE as a possibility, and 

understand the benefits and the requirements then 

they are more likely to apply to HE.  If they apply to 

HE some of them will be admitted.



Theory of change narrative: 

Mentoring

If school students are mentored by HE students ôlike 

themõ, then they will view HE as a possibility. If they 

continue with the mentoring, then they will 

understand the requirements and benefits of HE 

entry.  If they view HE as a possibility, and 

understand the benefits and the requirements then 

they are more likely to apply to HE.  If they apply to 

HE some of them will be admitted.

What happens if their 

parents donõt think 

there is any value to HE 

participation?

What happens if they 

donõt get the academic 

grades?
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Logic chain: Anticipated causal relationship

What happens when 

they get to HE if the 

transition is too 

difficult?

How do we support 

these students to be 

successful in HE?



What works? Student 

retention and success

Phase 1

Phase 2



What works process
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Transition 
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U n i n t e n d e d  c o n s e q u e n c e s



Indicators and methods

o Indicators are a way of testing whether your theorised 

change(s) have occurred or not, and understanding 

progress towards your longer term impact, or 

understanding why things have not worked.

o Indicators must relate to the change you are expecting 

(often people measure outputs not outcomes, i.e. that 

activity has occurred rather than the change/benefit it is 

expected to result in).

o Indicators should use evidence and information that is 

available as far as possible, and only collect essential new 

evidence.



Indicators: Dials or tin openers?

òIt is helpful to think of performance indicators as being used 

either as dials or as tin openers.  Implicit in the use of 

performance indicators as dials is the assumption that 

standards of performance are unambiguous, implicit in the 

use of performance indicators as tin openers is the 

assumption that performance is a contestable notion.ó (Carter, 

1989)

Using indicators as tin openers allows us to understand more 

about what is happening and why,  to improve practice and to 

build the evidence base for other interventions, including 

positive action



Sources of evidence (examples 

from learning enhancement)

Think creatively about the evidence you already have.  During interviews a wide 

range of suggestions were made, including:

º Module evaluation forms and student feedback on courses

º Institutional surveys, including additional questions, free responses

º Minutes from staff -student liaison meetings and other committee meetings

º Staff applications for promotion or AdvanceHE fellowships

º Institutional data: attendance, continuation, progression, number of 

submissions, attainment, resits, VLE engagement

º Staff annual monitoring / review of own performance, course, etc

º Course documents, periodic review, quality processes, TEF narratives

º Withdrawal reports

º Student-led teaching award nominations


