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What is a pedagogic evaluation?
Lab testing asks: Does it work? This might involve a:
· Functionality test

· Compatibility test

· Destruction test

· etc…

Usability testing asks: Can other people make it work? This might involve questions such as:

· Are the menus clearly designed?

· Is there a logical page structure?

· etc...

See the guidelines from Richard McKenna for more about these two processes of evaluation.

Pedagogic evaluation, on the other hand, asks: Does anyone care whether it works or not? In other words, is this tool actually useful in learning, teaching, and/or assessment (LTA)? How is it useful? Does it offer an appropriate solution to the demands of the LTA context?
There are many ways of carrying out a pedagogic evaluation, and your project will have either an external evaluator or internal evaluation expertise to help with this. But some principles that are common to most forms of evaluation are:

Authenticity of context: Unlike lab and usability testing, evaluation means getting as close as possible to the real contexts in which your tools will be used. Users should have real, authentic LTA tasks to achieve, so they (and you) can discover whether the tools you have developed really meet their needs.
Extended performance, including variety of contexts. So far you may have tested your code by breaking use down into component functions, e.g. logging on, accessing the opening screen, navigating etc. Now you have to see those function in a holistic way, and understand how users make sense of those capabilities in the context of real tasks. Ideally, evaluation will take place in a variety of different contexts so you have lots of information about what can go right and wrong.
Creating supportive environments for use: Developers actually help people to use their tools, learning through this process how best to support other users in the future. Make sure you keep a record of all your interactions with users so that you can improve your documentation and user support. If your system is designed to be used without any formal induction, you need to replicate this in your evaluation. If you do provide a formal induction session, use it to learn about the kinds of support that users really need.
Facilitating dialogues and relationships: Evaluation is impossible without dialogue - talking to people about what they are trying to do, how it is going, and what their experience is like. Researchers spend many years perfecting the skills of dialogue, and use tools such as questionnaires and interview schedules to help them. But providing you are genuinely interested in what your users are doing and why, you will learn from your dialogue with them.
Elaborating authentic opportunities: This just means that, pragmatically, you can take advantage of opportunities to evaluate your tool if they arise in a genuine way (for example an academic who is interested to try it out). Evaluation does not expect the ‘objectivity’ that comes from lab testing and statistical sampling. It relies for its validity instead on:
Triangulation: This means that you have used a variety of methods for collecting data (e.g. focus group and questionnaire); you have involved a range of different stakeholders (e.g. learners, teaching staff), and you have collected data over a span of time (e.g. ‘before’ and ‘after’). The use of different approaches, people, and situations, helps to ensure that the bias introduced by these factors can be neutralised. 
(1) Asking the right questions

As with all investigations, evaluation starts with the right question. A basic evaluation question might be:

How does the use of this e-tool support effective learning, teaching and assessment?
If this (kind of) question is appropriate to your project, ask yourself:
What learning, teaching and assessment (LTA) activities are relevant?

Be specific and pragmatic 

Consider how your tool fits with existing LTA practices – what do teachers and learners do now that is relevant to how your tool will be used?
But also expect use of your to alter practice – sometimes this can be unpredictable, but speculate on what might happen.
Which users?

Consider the range of user needs, roles and preferences you would want your tool to support. You may need to differentiate, for example, between different kinds or stages of learner.
Consider stakeholders who are not direct users

What counts as ‘effective’?

Enhanced outcomes for learners? Enhanced experience of learning?

Enhanced experience for teachers/support staff? Greater organisational efficiency?

Consider what claims you made in your bid, your big vision

Effective in what LTA contexts?

Does the tool support a particular pedagogic approach? 

Does it require a particular organisational context?

Consider pragmatics of interoperability, sustainability and re-use

Are you aiming for specificity of breadth of application?
How authentic will the context be in which you are evaluating the tool? How authentic can you make it?

Evaluation should be interesting, so narrow your focus by considering:

What do you really want to find out about your software?

What is the most important lesson your project could pass on to others?

In other words, what would count as a really useful and interesting finding from your evaluation? Don’t set out to prove what we already know!
Evaluation should also be against the criteria you set yourself at the start. So check your evaluation questions against your original project aims.

What claims have been made about the impact this e-tool will have on learning, teaching and assessment?
Try to translate these aims/claims into questions. Ask yourself
What would count as evidence of impact? What changes might be expected, and when?
How might use of the tool have this effect? What other aspects of the learning environment might contribute to or counteract this effect?
Remember: good project aims are achievable but also challenging and worthwhile
In the same way, good evaluation questions are tractable but also interesting and important
Do your original aims fit with what interests you now?

Prioritise the issues that seem important now, with the benefit of insights from the development process

But use this as an opportunity to revisit and review your original aims. If there have been changes, how do you account for them? What have you found out already that can refine your evaluation questions and approach?
Finally, evaluation questions should be answerable

It’s no use setting out to answer a question that really requires a four-year research programme. What opportunities will you have to find answers to this question? Do you expect to answer it definitively, or just make some interesting observations.

How can you narrow down your focus to questions that are tractable within the time frame and constraints that you have?

Remember that ‘further work is needed in this area’ and a set of more clearly defined questions for further investigation can be a valuable outcome of an evaluation project.

Also consider what other projects in your peer group are investigating. Do you have any questions in common? Or questions that complement each other in an interesting way?

What could you usefully share of the evaluation process?
(2) Involving the right people
Who are your users?

Who are the principle groups of people who will actually interact with your system?

Can they be differentiated into roles? E.g. designer, teacher, learner, mentor?

What activities will each role need to carry out with the system?

What functions of the system are important to them?

What are the important differences between users?

As well as differences of role (essentially differences that you assign to your users, by giving them different things to do), real users have different personal characteristics and needs.

Identify any differences that might be significant to the way in which your tool is used and the impact that it has. 

The hand-out ‘Users and Uses’ identifies some of the differences that might be relevant in your project.

How will you make sure these differences are accounted for and included in your sampling?

Identifying significant differences can already be helpful in designing walk-throughs and use cases for usability testing

Now you need to identify real groups of learners and teachers.

You are not looking for a ‘statistically representative sample’, i.e. you don’t need to make sure you have the same proportions of different types in your sample as in the target population. But you do need to record how learners divide into groups around the issues you have identified as important: this will be useful in analysing your data.

You do need to make sure you include at least one or two users from the different groups you have identified, so you have an opportunity to find out if their experience really is different.

Who are your other stakeholders?

Consider non-users whose work or learning may be impacted by use of the system in context e.g. administrators, support staff, other groups of learners who may be ‘missing out’.
Consider other people who have a stake (literally an interest) in your project and its evaluation. They can be useful sources of both evaluation issues and evaluation data. For example institutional managers, project funders, researchers/developers.
(3). Collecting useful data
There are two basic types of data.

Quantitative (numerical) data answers questions such as: How much? How often? How many? It can provide clear yes/no answers to simple hypotheses using statistical and comparative techniques. Likert scales can be used to convert opinions or beliefs into data for analysis, by asking people to indicate how much or how far they agree with specific statements. This kind of approach allows generalisation from different instances and opinions (e.g. 59 per cent of users found the experience either ‘very positive’ or ‘positive’). It does not allow you to explore subtleties within the population, or ask ‘why’ questions.

Qualitative data (non-numerical, typically textual) is explanatory and narrative. It answers questions such as What did you do? What was it like? Why did you…? It is useful for identifying themes and providing local evidence, rather than for producing proven general rules. It tends to preserve the voices of participants, particularly if open-ended techniques such as interviews and focus groups are used.
The data-gathering techniques you choose will depend on:

The questions you are asking. Very roughly speaking, use questionnaires when you already have an idea of the range of likely responses to a question, or when simple, short answers will be helpful. Use more open techniques to gauge the range of possible answers to a question, to explore complex practices or attitudes, and to investigate the reasons for things.

The resources you have available for data collection, including the number of people you realistically expect to be included in your evaluation trial(s).
The resources you have available for data analysis (don’t set out to collect a lot of interview transcripts if there is nobody who can analyse this data). Note that if you intend to do statistical analysis on your survey findings, you need a reasonable number of returns to produce statistically significant findings.

Your stakeholders. As well as considering your potential participants and how to reach them, you also need to consider your potential audience. Design your study to produce a final report that will be interesting and convincing to them. If this means lots of statistical significance and coloured graphs, go for quantitative data. If they will respond to interesting examples, quotes, and opportunities for discussion and interpretation of findings, go for qualitative data. From the start, ask yourself who your audience are for your evaluation findings, and how your evaluation report will relate to reports from other DeL projects.
A few general techniques for gathering data from users include:

Focus group – This is especially useful for opening up an area of discussion, e.g. identifying a wide range of issues and views, sharing ideas, and brainstorming solutions. It can also be used to converge on priorities for change and consensus solutions, depending on how the session is run. Providing people feel confident, they are often more imaginative in their responses when they have other people to spark off. It depends on people being willing and able to give up time and to gather in the same place.

Questionnaire – Probably the most widely used technique as it is relatively cheap to administer to large numbers and can be used to collect both quantitative and qualitative data (closed and open questions). There can be problems reaching people who are not already contacts, and pushing them to think beyond the stereotyped responses. Few people will write more than one or two words in response to open questions.

Semi-structured interview – this is a conversation, either face to face or by telephone, based around a small number of pre-determined questions. Follow-up questions or prompts are used to gather more detail, depending on participants’ responses. These may be pre-determined, or the interviewer may improvise to allow participants to follow interesting trains of thought. Interviews can be time-consuming but are good for reaching beyond the usual suspects – people are generally quite flattered to be asked to take part in an interview – and draw out issues that may be missed by a questionnaire. 

Ethnography – observations of users working in the field, typically by an ‘embedded’ researcher. This can yield very interesting information but is extremely time-consuming and technical. Some of the ‘sub-techniques’ suggested below can get at similar information more easily.

Desk research – many surveys and studies have already been carried out that might be relevant to the questions you are asking. Your evaluator should be able to advise on this. Even if it does not answer your questions, this kind of data can be used to further triangulate (i.e. confirm, add detail to or comment upon) the data you gather yourself.

Delphi technique – a process for researching a single, often difficult or contested question. The question is first asked in an open-ended way to produce the widest possible range of responses. In the second phase, the same (or a larger) population are invited to rank issues in order of priority or preference. A similar group-based technique is called Nominal Group technique

These techniques, and others, are discussed in more detail in the LTDI Evaluation Cookbook: http://www.icbl.hw.ac.uk/ltdi/cookbook/
Filling in the evaluation pro-forma

Data collected should be directly relevant to the questions you have asked. So begin by mapping these questions down the left-hand side of the data collection matrix. Across the top, map the stakeholders you identified previously. 

Now map your data collection techniques into the matrix. Map each question to one or more stakeholders who will provide the data, and in the relevant box(es), indicate:
· What data will be collected from this group of people
· How it will be collected

· When and where it will be collected.

You need not fill all the boxes but you should try to have something in each row and column. You can merge boxes. In total you are likely to have between two and four different episodes of data collection, following the principles of triangulation, i.e. variety of methods, range of people, span of time. This should be enough to make sure you have something in each row and in each column.
