CHAPTER 8

Quality and evaluation

This chapter examines the definitions of ‘quality’ that become
operationalised as a suite of standards in both national and inter-
national contexts. These standards are a necessary consideration
for providers of accredited qualifications and so the question of
whether they are sufficient kitemarks for the more recent stacka-
ble microcredential qualifications is explored, together with their
validation through the process known as ‘evaluation’

How can we know quality when we see it?

Educators are usually confident about judging their students’
work and awarding the submitted assignments suitable marks.
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They can judge the value and the quality of students’ performance
of the task in hand, which is communicated as a mark. This pro-
cess usually works well for formative assessment but with higher-
stakes examinations, where double marking occurs, there is not
always agreement. This is particularly true in the arts and even
architecture, where ranking assignments has been found to lead to
more agreement and provides a better metric for quality (van den
Heuvel & Bohm 2023). Therefore, ‘seeing’ even for arts experts
is not necessarily believing, which suggests one of the continu-
ous problems around quality is not recognising it intuitively but
employing an agreed, robust set of metrics or key performance
indicators that can be used to review it systematically. Why is this
important? The answer lies within a continuous improvement
cycle of educational provision where the analysis of relevant met-
rics forms a foundation for quality advancement. Furthermore,
with newer qualifications such as microcredentials, the elements
of trust and transparency can be evidenced by quality assurance
processes (Orr, Pupinis & Kirdulyte 2020).

There is also a political and ethical dimension to quality stand-
ards, as illustrated by Europe’s aspiration to achieve the Euro-
pean Education Area by 2025 with ‘high quality digital learning
quality to increase the relevance quality of European education
and Training’ (European Commission 2020). The following sec-
tion unpacks the notion of quality through a discussion of its
measurement using both international and national standards.

International quality standards

A range of existing quality standards were initially designed for
face-to-face teaching and learning and a number of quality assur-
ance tools have been specifically developed to ensure the quality
of online education, for example E-xcellence (see Rosewell et al.
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2017).In addition, a range of stakeholders, not least students when
choosing where to study, take note of ranking systems. However,
Brasher et al. (2022) note that current ranking systems are of lim-
ited value for most potential undergraduate students, particu-
larly with reference to online education, as these systems have
been slow to include online teaching metrics into their analyt-
ics. These are valid points to bear in mind when microcredentials
are delivered online. It is important to examine the basic quality
frameworks and standards that already exist before discussing the
quality recommendations of microcredentials, as these are being
produced by higher education establishments that comply with
existing regulatory guidelines.

A clear generic example is provided by the European Associa-
tion for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA); a set of
Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European
Higher Education Area (ESG 2015) is based upon four principles
for quality assurance:

« higher education institutions have primary responsibil-
ity for the quality of their provision and its assurance;

« quality assurance responds to the diversity of higher
education systems, institutions, programmes and stu-
dents;

« quality assurance supports the development of a quality
culture;

« quality assurance takes into account the needs and expec-
tations of students, all other stakeholders and society.

These principles leave scope for individual circumstances and cul-
tures, which can be reflected in the education policies of degree-
awarding institutions. They also allow delegation of regulation
and external quality assurance reviews to be undertaken by
national bodies.
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Moving on to unpacking these principles, 10 standards are pro-

posed, as follows:

1. generation of a policy for quality assurance, which
links to all the principles;

2. adesign and approval process should be in place;

3. student-centred learning, teaching and assessment
need to be explicit;

4. a process for student admission, progression, recogni-
tion and certification is required;

5. ensuring that teaching staff are competent;

6. learning resources and student support should be
available;

7. information management should include the analysis
of relevant data to maintain progress;

8. public information should be available;

9. programmes should be monitored on an ongoing basis
and periodically reviewed;

10. there should be cyclical external quality assurance, usu-

ally undertaken by a national quality assurance agency.

All these standards are valid for any quality assurance system and
at the heart of the quality process sits the seventh standard, the
need to collect and analyse reliable data for decision-making and to
identify what is working well and what requires further attention.

The European guidance recommends evaluation of the following:

o content of the programme in the light of the latest
research in the given discipline, thus ensuring that the
programme is up to date;

« changing needs of society;

o students’ workload, progression and completion;

o effectiveness of procedures for assessment of students;
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« students’ expectations, needs and satisfaction in relation
to the programme;

» learning environment and support services and their fit-
ness for purpose for the programme.

This means that effective processes to collect and analyse infor-
mation about courses and qualifications need to feed into an
internal quality assurance system. The following are typical key

performance indicators:

o profile of the student population;

« student progression, success and dropout rates;

« students’ satisfaction with their programmes;

o learning resources and student support available;
o career paths of graduates.

Other quality guidelines from Australia and the UK (QAA 2023)
exhibit similar principles, noting that the information gathered by
individual institutions for external appraisal and self-regulation
in these countries depends, to some extent, on the type and mis-
sion of the institution. Australia, however, includes research and
research training (see the Australian Government’s Tertiary Edu-
cation Quality and Standards Agency; TEQSA 2021). Canada does
not have a national university accreditation system. Instead, all
education is regulated provincially but universities tend to belong
to Universities Canada, which establishes standards of quality for
all Canadian degree programmes (Universities Canada 2023).

International microcredential quality standards

It is clear from the final report of the Micro-credentials Higher
Education Consultation Group (European Commission 2020)

that the rationale for an European approach for microcredentials
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is to increase personalised learning for all and widen learning
opportunities both in higher education and vocational education
and training (VET) establishments. The aspiration is to main-
stream microcredentials’ use with respect to both an economic
and social mission perspective.

It was agreed that a standards framework for microcredentials
should align with national (NQF) and European (EQF) qualifica-
tions frameworks, that Member States could consider adapting
their own national qualifications frameworks to include micro-
credentials, and that an important step in this process was to
agree a transparent definition, which is:

A micro-credential is a proof of the learning outcomes
that a learner has acquired following a short learning ex-
perience. These learning outcomes have been assessed
against transparent standards. (European Commission
2020)

In summary, the European recommendations for a microcreden-
tial quality framework in 2020 were that it should include:

o adefined list of critical information elements to describe
microcredentials;

« alignment with national qualifications frameworks
(NQFs) and the European Qualifications Framework
(EQF): defined levels, standards for describing learning
outcomes;

+ quality assurance standards;

o defined credits: European Credit Transfer and Accumu-
lation System (ECTS), defined learning outcomes and
notional workload;

« recognition: for further studies and/or employment
purposes;
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o portability: issuing, storage and sharing of micro-
credentials;

o platform solutions for the provision and promotion of
courses leading to microcredentials;

« incentives to stimulate the uptake of microcredentials.

A very important consideration that allowed the notion of
microcredentials to progress was that all HEIs following ESG
(Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European
Higher Education Area) quality assurance procedures could be
regarded as ‘trusted providers of micro-credentials’. Additionally,
where microcredentials are delivered online, the tool developed
by the E-xcellence project (Rosewell et al. 2017) may be used
as a reference point. There was clear recognition that microcre-
dentials are also issued by non-higher education providers, that
quality assurance is essential and that the ESG could, in principle,
be used in these circumstances.

One example of how this framework has been applied is
provided by the Netherlands through an ‘Acceleration Plan’
(2022). Within this plan, 32 higher education institutions (10 uni-
versities and 22 universities of applied sciences) have been taking
part in a national microcredentials pilot under the direction of
the Making Education More Flexible zone. The Universities of the
Netherlands and the Association of Universities of Applied Sci-
ences of the Netherlands have produced a quality framework, a
starting point which can be refined and which is open to further
interpretation as the universities work through it together.

1. The guideline for microcredentials is that these are
educational units that are no smaller than 3 EC and no
larger than 30 EC [one European Credit (EC) represents
28 study hours].
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2. The education certified by a microcredential is sub-
stantively related to the institution’s education and/or
research portfolio. This may be existing education as
well as newly developed education or research.

3. Itisclear who the intended target group of the education
is, what prior knowledge is required from the partici-
pants, what the entry requirements are (if any), and how
these are tested.

4. The educational programme, the educational environ-
ment and the quality of the team of teachers enable the
incoming participants to achieve the intended learning
outcomes.

5. The learning outcomes and the educational level and
scope of the microcredential are made clear. The par-
ticipating institutions describe this in an unambiguous
manner, in line with European agreements (Bologna)
and developments in Brussels.

6. In principle, institutions recognise the (validated) learn-
ing outcomes of microcredentials that have already been
attained and/or are being attained elsewhere. Whether
this leads to intake and/or exemption remains within
the mandate of the examination board or another body
designated by the institution.

7. 'The tests support the learning process of the participant
and the assessment is valid, reliable, transparent for par-
ticipants and sufficiently independent. (Acceleration
Plan 2022)

A set of minimum requirements for internal quality assurance is
guaranteed by the ESG and microcredentials are to be offered in
line with the lifelong vision of the awarding institution. This is
similar to HEIs providing a policy for production, presentation
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and assessment of any of their microcredentials advertised to
potential students.

There is a consensus building around quality standards for
microcredentials that should be adhered to by any recognised
body which has received a quality kitemark. However, there are
also other considerations such as the stackability of these credits
towards a diploma or degree, and whether a transcript of these
credits should be available to future employers.

A study was undertaken by the Higher Education Quality
Council of Ontario (HEQCO), an agency of the Government of
Ontario that undertakes evidence-based research to assist with
the improvement of post-secondary education in the province.
As part of its microcredential awareness investigation, HEQCO
surveyed 201 Canadian employers, 161 representatives from 105
Canadian post-secondary institutions and 2,000 prospective stu-
dents (Pichette et al. 2021). Their findings included the following
suite of ‘quality markers.

 Relevant: consulted or involved industry/community;

o Accredited: recognised or issued by a professional
accrediting bodys;

« Standardised: meets a government-set quality standard;

o Assessed: learner must demonstrate skills/knowledge to
earn the credential;

« Flexible: pace and/or structure of learning can be per-
sonalised;

 Stackable: can be ‘stacked’ or combined toward a
larger credential, e.g. a diploma or degree. (Pichette et al.
2021: 16)

These quality markers were viewed favourably by all the stakehold-
ers and provide kitemarks that match other recommendations
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from international bodies, in a clear and concise manner that
would ease transferability of these types of credentials between
institutions (Bates 2021), supporting lifelong learning.

National quality standards

In the UK, the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Edu-
cation (QAA) has produced a characteristics statement for
microcredentials that means a set of general guidance is provided
for higher education providers when developing a new provision
such as microcredentials. It describes ‘outcomes and attributes
of microcredentials in a UK-wide context, many higher edu-
cation providers will use them as an enhancement tool for the
design and approval of short courses, and for subsequent
monitoring and review’ (QAA 2022).

Important considerations for the UK context include advice
about how to manage the implementation of standards (which, in
essence, follow EU standards) and, more importantly, the imple-
mentation and evaluation of a quality enhancement process. The
QAA (2022) highlights the following areas for careful thought:

« admissions decisions, and the role of recognition of
prior learning;

« approaches to course design and approval that are agile
and not overly burdensome while still being robust;

o swift confirmation of outcome and award following
completion of assessment;

o effective monitoring and review;

« student engagement in quality management.

Before moving on to questions of managing and evaluating the
quality of microcredentials, as required by these quality standards,
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it makes sense to zoom out of this level of detail and look at the
context of some of these quality enhancement frameworks.

Contexts

A European approach to microcredentials will allow higher edu-
cation institutions to offer such courses on a larger scale and in a
comparable manner throughout Europe, ensuring agreed quality
standards, and facilitating their recognition and portability across
the EU (European Commission 2020: 4).

The definition of microcredentials produced by Europe’s
MICROBOL project (MICROBOL 2020) made reference to quality
assurance in line with the Standards and Guidelines for
Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG).

A need for just-in-time training is not easily met by a course
that must go through rigorous quality assurance processes to
demonstrate it meets local and national standards.

Although there is a lot of work to be done in this area, there is
also the political will to achieve it, as evidenced by government
initiatives supporting quality assurance and standards agencies to
incorporate microcredentials within their work (see, for example,
QAA 2022). At the same time, online platforms are developing
pathways to study that do not necessarily lead to academic credit
but do lead to industry-relevant certification.

Microcredentials need to:

« Dbe aligned with multiple existing frameworks as well as
across countries and continents;

« strike a balance between requirements for high-quality
just-in-time training and the time required to carry out
quality assurance processes.
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The final role identified in the microcredentials project team in
Chapter 3 was quality enhancement. Developing microcredentials
is a large-scale strategic initiative for any institution, and includ-
ing work on evaluation and quality enhancement provides oppor-
tunities to assess progress and adjust ambitions. One approach
is to align aims with key performance indicators (KPIs) so that
progress towards an aim such as ‘attract more international learn-
ers’ can be linked with specific targets such as: ‘1,000 registrations
from countries in South America in the next calendar year’, ‘more
than 50% of those who complete a microcredential successfully
will be based in another country’ or ‘microcredentials offered in
Mandarin will recruit as well as those offered in English

KPIs like these enable at-a-glance summaries of progress but
quality enhancement also needs a more reflexive consideration
of what has happened, what has worked well and what could be
done better. Agile approaches to project management incorporate
regular retrospectives, so some teams involved in microcreden-
tials will be reflecting and developing as the initiative progresses.
Other teams will have standard reporting processes that prompt
them to evaluate their work and to identify opportunities for
quality enhancement. An evaluation lead can bring these exist-
ing approaches together and incorporate them into a structured
consideration of the initiative as a whole that can then be used by
those working on the project to improve practice.

As with any course that awards academic credit at higher edu-
cation level, microcredentials must be aligned with national and
international frameworks. This means the normal quality assur-
ance checks must be applied or adapted to fit them. The institution
will need to be able to assure both learners and regulatory bod-
ies that microcredentials are as rigorously checked as any other
credit-bearing course and that their standards are in line with

those applied to other academic courses. In Europe, for example,
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all courses offered by higher education institutions must
undergo internal quality assurance by the institution in
question. In addition, either each course or the higher
education institution as a whole is required to undergo
periodic external quality assurance (e.g. accreditation,
audit, review). (European Commission 2020: 14)

Processes are needed to demonstrate that a microcredential credit
requires a similar amount of work at a similar standard to those
qualifications on offer within the institution and more widely.

Ways of doing this will vary between institutions but might
include, for example, external reviewers on microcredentials,
reputable external examiners, second or third marking, scru-
tiny by academic committee, and agreed policies for assessment
and awards that apply specifically to microcredentials. The more
robust these methods are, the more helpful they will be for the
credit-transfer process, which is one of the outward-facing aspects
of the microcredential initiative.

A 2020 study of microcredentialing research and pilots across
Canada, with a focus on their utility for admission and transfer
into higher education, noted that:

If a micro-credential is to be considered as a bona
fide credential ... expectations typically exist that the
learning experiences (including those represented by
micro-credentials) have been structured, delivered, and
assessed by trusted entities in accordance with accept-
ed and recognized quality assurance expectations and
frameworks. (Duklas 2020: 15)

A part of this quality assurance is evaluation, which the Hewl-
ett Foundation’s Evaluation Principles and Practices (Twersky &
Lindblom 2012: 3) define as a ‘systematic’ approach, stating that
‘evaluation is an independent, systematic investigation into how,
why and to what extent objectives or goals are achieved.
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Evaluation
Defining evaluation

However, evaluation can be a contentious issue and not all defini-
tions agree on its purpose Gullickson (2020). Therefore, for any
type of evaluation, agreement about what the term means is an
essential first step to scoping the work and resources involved,
together with an appraisal that considers whether the evaluation
has met its objectives. It can be useful to examine some defini-
tions of evaluation before coming to a final decision as these can
prompt reflection about what can be achieved and then acted
upon once the evaluation has taken place.

While the definition from the Hewlett Foundation that appears
at the end of the previous section emphasises systematic elements,
evaluation can be seen as a judgement of value and worth. Scriven
(1991: 53) states that ‘evaluation is the process of determining
merit, worth, or significance. The findings can also aid reflec-
tion and point to future improvements. This definition could well
apply to an educational pilot study, where the findings lead to a
stop/go decision.

Another definition has arisen in which the essential feature is
not one of judgement but of learning. Two major philanthropic
bodies that fund education-related projects support the latter.
The W.K. Kellogg Foundation (2017: 1) defines evaluation as a
process of ‘systematically generating knowledge that can support
learning, quality improvement and good judgement in decision-
making, adding that ‘evaluation also can align purpose, action
and impact to ensure that longer-term change at the societal level

unfolds progressively’. In its Evaluation Handbook, the foundation
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(2012: 2) suggests that evaluation should ‘strengthen projects dur-
ing their lifecycle’ and, whenever possible, provide ‘outcome data
to assess the extent of change’

Attwell (2017), focusing specifically on the evaluation of online
learning, reiterates the notion of evaluation as a learning process,

defining it as:

« ajoint learning process for all involved, generating use-
ful and relevant information and knowledge;

o a theoretical and practical approach, which feeds back
into ongoing change processes in organisations and
projects;

« a systematic process to assess the relevance, efficiency
and effectiveness of policies, projects and programmes.

Evaluating online teaching

Online teaching and learning have broken new ground in that
they have explicitly introduced new pedagogies and technolo-
gies, the impact of which has been evaluated and shared. These
findings have influenced which new technologies or large-scale
implementations receive funding or support at institutional or
even national level.

There is a wealth of data that can be used to evaluate online
teaching. This includes:

« learning analytics findings about students’ and educa-
tors’ use of online platforms such as virtual learning
environments (VLEs);

« recordings or records of students’ discussions;

 observations of online teaching sessions.
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Online teaching also has its evaluation challenges. The context in
which a student is engaging with online teaching will not be appar-
ent to the evaluator but could be of considerable significance in
helping to understand the learner’s experiences, attitudes, behav-
iour and study performance. Also, some evaluation methods, such
as focus groups, can be more challenging to conduct online.

Online teaching evaluations have much in common with evalu-
ations of face-to-face teaching. However, some aspects of online
teaching and learning require specialist knowledge, such as the
accessibility of online resources for students with sight or hearing
difficulties. A holistic approach to evaluation is a good way forward:

A holistic assessment goes beyond course design; it
acknowledges the nuances that make a course unique,
including input and contributions from students, devel-
opments in the field of study, and current events. Most
valuable are students’ perceptions of their learning and
of the course experience. A good course assessment con-
siders the course over a period of time, and considers in-
teractions between instructor and students, students and
students, all of which create artifacts that can be studied
and analyzed (Thompson, 2005). Artifacts might include,
emails or forum posts of student questions, dialogue
within forums, feedback from group interaction, end-
of-course student surveys, LMS reports on student in-
teraction patterns, student assignment results, and more.
Course artifacts give valuable clues to a course’s quality,
more so when collected from two or more course itera-
tions and analyzed collectively. (Morrison 2015)

Types of evaluation

There are various types of evaluation and a clear point of differen-
tiation is whether an evaluation is discrete or ongoing. A discrete
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evaluation has a clear beginning and end to its timeline. An ongo-
ing example would be the collection of students’ performance
metrics such as assessment grades or VLE activity. The type of
evaluation can also be classified in terms of the people conduct-
ing the evaluation. These might be internal staff, external examin-
ers or a team of staff allocated to a particular project, including
statistical analysts.

Different types of evaluation may take place while any
course is being run or any new initiatives are being introduced.
These include:

« Performance evaluation reports on progress towards
intended goals, identifies problems and assesses whether
an initiative and the resources it uses are being managed
well.

o Process (or formative) evaluations probe the nature
and quality of the implementation of an initiative. Form-
ative evaluations are conducted during a project and
identify its strengths and weaknesses. The results will
typically be used to instantiate change and development
and will often be carried out internally by a member of
the project or course team.

» Summative evaluations take place after the event. These
include:

o Outcome evaluations, which aim to establish how
well an initiative or programme is working overall,
rather than being the basis for immediate action. Oli-
ver (2000: 5) notes that summative evaluation ‘is often
an external process concerned with judgement rather
thanimprovement, though some outcome evaluations
will inform the development of an initiative before its

next iteration.



234 Microcredentials for Excellence

o Impact evaluations, which consider what has hap-
pened as a result of an initiative. Intended and unin-
tended impacts are analysed together with how
change was achieved.

Why evaluate?

Educational evaluation can have value both in terms of the
results of an evaluation and the process itself. Although Tyler’s
definition of educational evaluation is still used and described
as ‘the process of determining to what extent the educational
objectives are actually being realized’ (Tyler 1950: 69), Rams-
den’s (2003: 209) definition makes explicit that all good teaching
involves not only reflection but also the evaluation of practice. He
states that ‘evaluation is an analytical process that is intrinsic to
good teaching. There are also regulatory licensing authorities that
require evidence from evaluation that good teaching and learn-
ing are both taking place. These add another reason for sound
evaluations to be conducted in agreement with national regula-
tory frameworks and standards.

Approaches to evaluation
First steps in planning an evaluation

A number of key planning considerations should be considered
in conjunction with the evaluation focus and units of analysis.
One way of refining the focus of an evaluation topic is through
identifying its unit of analysis — the entity that is being ana-
lysed in the evaluation. In this way, every aspect of the evalua-
tion will be open to inspection, allowing decisions to be made
about the evaluation timing, the people involved, stakeholders,
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cost, evaluation criteria, data collection approach, methodology
and methods and the ethical considerations that will need to
be managed.

The Kellogg Foundation (2017: 53) identifies six possible units
of analysis for its funded projects. These categories can be applied
to any online teaching-related evaluation, such as a microcreden-
tial course, and the descriptors would be comparable to those
found below.

« Individuals. The evaluation focuses on the changes
that individuals experience. These individuals could
be microcredential learners, educators or other stake-
holders such as national education policymakers.

« Course, programme or educational initiative. In this
case, the focus is to understand whether the microcre-
dential course or initiative is effective. This means iden-
tifying what does and does not work, together with the
knowledge and skills required for educators to deliver
the course or initiative and/or how the course or initia-
tive could be improved. A formative evaluation may be
particularly suitable in this instance.

« Organisation (for example, an entire higher education
establishment). The evaluation focus could investigate
changes within an organisation’s priorities, culture, poli-
cies and institution-wide practices such as the introduc-
tion of microcredentials into the curriculum.

« System (for example, one for submitting assessments
online). The evaluation will be based on a clear idea
of the parts of the system that are being assessed and
any changes in outcome that are to be expected. For
example, where an assessment submission system has

been changed to an online format, the evaluation might
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consider how this has affected assessment submission
rates and pass rates.

o Policy (for example, the nationwide introduction of a
particular approach to microcredentials).

o Community (for example, a network of tutors deliver-
ing a new microcredential and supporting each other
using social media). With this type of investigation
care should be taken to clearly define the nature of the

community in focus.

An evaluation can focus on one or more of these units of analy-
sis at the same time. The size and scope of the evaluation will be
informed by a number of considerations but should not lose sight
of its originally funded objectives. Twersky and Lindblom (2012:
16) warn that evaluations should NOT sacrifice relevance by
having evaluation findings be delivered too late to matter. Good
planning and keeping deliverables to schedule are essential com-
ponents of a successful evaluation that provides value for money.

Developing a logic model

‘A logic model is a graphic display or map of the relationship
between a programme’s resources, activities and intended
results, which also identifies the programme’s underlying theory
and assumptions’ (Kaplan & Garrett 2005). It acts as a road map
that represents the relationships between all the components
of the model, which are usually: resources, activities, outputs
and outcomes.

Logic models visually explain a project’s purpose, strategy and
expected results. They help to provide clarity and identify cause
and effect, including available resources to build a good plan of
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work, supporting the adaptability of a projects resources and
overall planning. Effective logic models make an explicit, often
visual, statement of the activities that will bring about change and
the expected results for the community and its people. They keep
participants moving in the same direction by providing a com-
mon language and point of reference.

A logic model should convey its information on a single page.
An example of a logic model that was produced by the W.K. Kel-
logg Foundation (1998) has five elements, represented by a line
of coloured boxes arranged in a horizontal line. These five ele-
ments cover both planned work (resources/inputs and activities)
and intended results (outputs, outcomes and impact). The chain
of reasoning behind the ordering of these elements is:

1. Resources and impacts. Certain resources are needed
to operate your programme.

2. Activities. If you have access to these resources and
inputs, then you can use them to accomplish your
planned activities.

3. Outputs. If you accomplish your planned activities then
you will, hopefully, deliver the amount of product and/
or service that you intended.

4. Outcomes. If you accomplish your planned activities to
the extent that you intended, then your participants will
benefit in certain ways.

5. Impact. If these benefits to participants are achieved,
then certain changes in organisations, communities or

systems might be expected to occur. (Kellogg 1998)

It is important to note that ‘[lJogic models are not evaluation
tools; they are learning and management tools that should be used
throughout the life of a strategy, initiative or program. A logic
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modelling process should facilitate effective planning, imple-
mentation, evaluation and improvement of your effort’ (Kellogg
Foundation 2017: 113).

The question you might ask is: ‘If logic models are not evalua-
tion tools, as they look more like management instruments, why
are they important to designing an evaluation?’ The answer is that
the process of creating a logic model is considered to be valu-
able as it requires programmes to fully and clearly articulate both
vision and aims, thus introducing a more structured approach to
evaluation, setting out a clear hypothesis to be tested.

A specific example of a logic model is given below. It was pre-
pared by Perryman (2021) for one of The Open University’s
microcredentials, Online Teaching: Evaluating and Improving
Courses. It splits outcomes into two — short-term and intermedi-
ate — and contains an additional section in which possible evalu-
ation questions for the course have been derived from the logic
model. This worked example demonstrates how, for the purpose
of evaluations, logic models give a basis for understanding how
a particular programme or initiative works and its impact. This
comprehension can inform all stages of the evaluation process,
including the design, development of evaluation criteria and
questions, data collection methods and data interpretation.

Logic model for the Online Teaching: Evaluating and Improving
Courses microcredential.

o Inputs: human resources, financial resources, organisa-
tional systems, ICT [information and communications
technology]and AV [audio-visual] equipment, external
platforms and staff.

« Activities: producing the course and AV, presenting the
course, recruiting and registering learners, facilitating
the course, managing the assessment process.
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o Outputs: number of learners on the course, number
of learners completing the course, number of learners
passing the course, number of comments in discussions.

o Short-term outcomes: participants achieve the course
learning outcomes and gain knowledge, understanding
and skills related to evaluating online teaching.

« Intermediate outcomes: participants conduct/plan
evaluations in their own institutions, online teaching is
improved on the basis of evaluation findings.

o Long-term impact: students at course participants’
institutions benefit from improved online teaching,
these students’ study outcomes improve, these students’
life chances improve. (Perryman, 2021)

Evaluation questions derived from the logic model.

« Inputs: Were the inputs sufficient and timely?

 Activities: Was the course developed as planned? How
was the course promoted? Did the course recruit the
target number of learners across identified categories?
Were those learners registered effectively? Did the men-
tors facilitate the course as required? Was the assessment
process carried out according to the required university
processes and procedures?

o Outputs: How many learners were registered on the
course? How many learners completed the course? How
many learners passed the course? How many comments
were made in the discussion?

o Short-term outcomes: Did course participants achieve
the course learning outcomes in terms of knowledge,
understanding and skills?

+ Intermediate outcomes: Have course participants used
their skills in conducting / planning evaluations in their
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own institution? Have these evaluations been effective?
Is there evidence that online teaching has been improved
on the basis of the findings of these evaluations?

o Long-term impact: Is there evidence that students at
course participants’ institutions have benefited from
improved online learning? Have these students’ study
outcomes improved? Have these students’ life chances
improved? (Perryman, 2021)

Evaluation questions, indicators and standards

In the Perryman logic model, the evaluation questions build
on salient guiding principles, which include questions around
data collection, data analysis and data reporting. There are also
some general evaluation criteria that can assist with devising
appropriate questions. Evaluations usually address one or more
of these criteria, the exceptions being exploratory or descriptive
evaluations. Nonetheless, the general criteria assist with an initial
phase of question development and include effectiveness, appro-
priateness, implementation, efficiency, equity and need. From
these general criteria, questions can be formulated, such as how
are the intended outcomes being achieved?’ This would match an
effectiveness evaluation.

The types of evaluation question that are developed are also
related to the type of evaluation that has been chosen, these being
either formative or summative. It is important, however, to keep
in mind not only the type of evaluation but also its purpose,
evaluation criteria and stakeholders.

Formative evaluations take place while a course or initiative is in
progress. The Open University undertook formative evaluations
as it developed and presented its microcredentials. The first year’s
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evaluation considered progress over the year in relation to the
agreed aims of the project (Papathoma & Ferguson 2020);
the second evaluated production methods used for microcreden-
tials as well as the learner and educator experience (Papathoma
& Ferguson, 2021), while the third considered impact, pedagogy,
assessment, and the balance between theory and practical skills
(Chandler, 2023).

Formative evaluation questions relate to the ‘activities  or ‘outputs’
stage of a logic model. Some questions that are relevant include:

o How is the programme/microcredential/project being
implemented? Subquestions may focus on the enquiry
and registration processes: are prospective learners’ que-
ries answered promptly? How were learner expectations
managed? Was there too much content in the courses for
the allocated study time?

o How appropriate are the processes compared with rel-
evant quality standards? Subquestions could cover any
of the aspects of online teaching mentioned in related
standards.

o Is the programme/microcredential/project being imple-
mented correctly? Subquestions may be asked about
how the course mentor/study adviser role was per-
formed and whether this was found to comply with the
guidance provided.

 Are as many participants being reached as intended and
have any related targets been met (e.g. relating to ethnic-
ity, gender or socio-economic status)?

Summative evaluations ask questions at the end of an initiative
or programme of courses. The evaluation questions for the first
phase of the OU summative evaluation (Papathoma & Ferguson
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2020) of its microcredentials were based upon the agreed aims/
purpose of the initiative, which, in turn, determined its effective-
ness and impact. These types of evaluation are often referred to as
‘outcome evaluations” or ‘impact evaluations’ The types of sum-
mative question that were asked by the OU included:

o How well did the project/microcredential work? Sub-
questions focusing on specific aspects of the initiative
included: how did the innovative approach to the devel-
opment and delivery of course content work? This is an
important question that also relates to the cost of the
resources that produced the innovative content.

o Did the project/microcredential/programme achieve,
or contribute to, its intended short-term, intermediate
and long-term outcomes? Subquestions probed: did the
project access international markets? Which countries
tavoured this form of learning and why?

o For whom, in what ways and in what circumstances?
These subquestions focused on new and different learner
populations.

o What external factors may have contributed to, or pre-
vented, impact and in what ways/which circumstances?
Subquestions focused on the impact of the availability/
non-availability of technology and the support given by
the study advisers.

Indicators are specific, measurable and observable statements
that provide clearer definitions of outcome statements. Indicators
guide the rest of the evaluation plan including the selection of
data collection methods, the design of the evaluation instruments
(e.g. the survey and interview questions used), the choice of data
analysis methods, and consideration of what has occurred or
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changed in the evaluated initiative, leading to further questions,
such as how these changes happened.

Indicators can be quantitative, such as metrics that include the
number of students who submitted a particular assessment or
passed a course. On the other hand, qualitative indicators focus
on variables such as attitudes, perceptions and beliefs. Indica-
tors can relate to any part of an initiative and its logic model or
initial descriptions.

There are three categories of indicator. Input indicators relate
to the ‘inputs’ or ‘resources’ part of the logic model. An exam-
ple from this group could relate to microcredential production
costs, which are checked to see if they remained within the agreed
budget. Process indicators measure the activities and related
outputs to ascertain whether the initiative was implemented as
planned. Some evaluations only use output indicators as their
process indicators. This is based on the assumption that, if the
original outputs have been achieved in a satisfactory manner, it is
more than likely that an initiative’s activities have been correctly
implemented. Other evaluations may use separate indicators for
activities and outputs. Outcome indicators measure whether the
initiative achieved the expected outcome and impact identified in
the logic model in the short term, intermediate term and longer
term. Therefore, pre and post indicators need to be measured
before an initiative starts and again at the end of that initiative.
If that is not possible, then an indicator probably needs to rely on
self-reported data about whether the expected changes took place.

It is likely that each activity or outcome will have more than one
indicator and some indicators will be more time-consuming than
others to enact. Indicators that rely on observing an educator’s
practice will be more time-consuming to collect evidence for than
those relying on self-reports of changed practice collected via a
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survey. For online teaching-related evaluations, these indicators
can be drawn from existing standards and benchmarks, as dis-
cussed below.

‘Standards’ refers to the level of performance required for spe-

cific indicators.

‘Standards’ can refer to an aspect of performance, or
to the level of performance, or to a combination of both.
The level of performance can be specified tightly or
described in terms that will vary according to the con-
text. These standards can be considered minimum lev-
els required, or levels required to be considered ‘best
practice’ (Rogers, cited in Fang 2017)

A review of standards by the International Council for Open and
Distance Education (ICDE) noted in 2015 that:

There are many existing schemes and models for quality
assurance of open, distance, flexible and online educa-
tion, including e-learning. They share many common
features and many are designed to offer flexibility for
institutions to adapt to suit national and institutional
contexts. The most common structure encountered pre-
sents criteria for performance in aspects of institutional
management, curriculum design, student support and
other elements of educational provision, further subdi-
vision into performance indicators and indications of
sources of evidence. The most general categorisation
of activities is Management (Institutional strategy,
visions, and resourcing) Products (processes of curricu-
lum and module development) and Services (student,
and staff support, information resources etc.). Some
models apply numerical scoring criteria with target
performance levels others rely on more subjective as-
sessment of performance. There are models that require
performance assessment of 20-30 items others in excess
of 100. (Ossiannilsson et al. 2015: 2)
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An important message from this report is that the ICDE recog-
nised that the institutional context is likely to inform the choice
of standards, or quality model that will be used in an e-learning
evaluation. With respect to standards for online teaching and
learning, Attwell’s (2006) observation continues to be true: many
online learning evaluation studies focus on the technology used
rather than the pedagogy and learner experience.

As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, there is an exten-
sive selection of standards and frameworks developed for differ-
ent purposes and in differing contexts, from which can be derived
generic advice about variables that need to be addressed for qual-
ity assurance and quality enhancement purposes. These have
been summarised by ICDE as:

o ‘Multifaceted - systems use a multiplicity of measures
for quality, and will often consider strategy, policy, infra-
structure, processes, outputs and more so as to come to
a well-rounded view of holistic quality.

« ‘Dynamic - flexibility is built into systems, to accom-
modate for rapid changes in technology, as well as social
norms. For this reason, they rarely refer to specific tech-
nological measures, and rather concentrate on the ser-
vices provided to users through that technology.

« ‘Mainstreamed - while all the quality tools surveyed
aim at high-level quality improvement, this is intended
to trickle down throughout the institution and be
used as a tool for reflective practice by individual
members of staff in their daily work.

» ‘Representative — quality systems seek to balance the
perspectives and demands of various interested stake-
holders, including students, staff, enterprise, govern-
ment and society at large.
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« ‘Multifunctional — most systems serve a triple function
of instilling a quality culture within an institution and
providing a roadmap for future improvement, as well
as serving as a label of quality for outside perspectives’
(Ossiannilsson et al. 2015: 31)

Involving people and stakeholders towards
an equitable evaluation

As stakeholders play an important role in any evaluation process,
developing a logic model should be a collaborative process. Each
stakeholder is likely to have different opinions about elements of
the logic model, especially about the mechanisms of change fea-
tured in any initiative. The process of collaboratively developing a
logic model therefore requires careful facilitation to avoid conflict
and allow diverse voices to be heard. These are important consid-
erations when considering educational equity.

Educational equity is realised when there is fairness and justice
for all students. This means that each student is able to develop
their full academic and social potential, with the requisite sup-
port. It is therefore crucial to listen to all voices in an equitable
evaluation, especially to voices that might otherwise be neglected.
This can be achieved through guidelines that have been produced
and which embody the concept advanced by Gorski (2016b)
as equity literacy. The concept of equity literacy is important
because it describes the skills and attitudes that facilitate the crea-
tion of sustainable learning environments for all. Gorski (2016a)
also argues for a framework that instantiates equity literacy
that can overcome some of the disparities that arise from some

culture-centric guidelines.
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More recent work from the Equitable Evaluation Initiative (EEI)
offers a set of guidelines. The EEI set out to explore, prototype and
advance a new frame for evaluative thinking, a five-year initiative
that started in 2019. Its framework was expanded in May 2023
and its three principles are:

Principle one

Evaluation and evaluative work should be in service of equity:

» Production, consumption, and management of evalu-
ation and evaluative work should hold at its core a
responsibility to advance progress towards equity.

Principle two

Evaluative work should be designed and implemented commen-
surate with the values underlying equity work:

o Multiculturally valid, and
 Oriented toward participant ownership.

Principle three

Evaluative work can and should answer critical questions about the:

« Ways in which historical and structural decisions have
contributed to the condition to be addressed,

o Effect of a strategy on different populations, on the
underlying systemic drivers of inequity, and

o Ways in which cultural context is tangled up in both
the structural conditions and the change initiative itself.
(Equitable Evaluation Initiative 2023)
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These guiding principles are worth considering when designing

any educational evaluation.

Ethical evaluation

An ethical evaluation involves standards of conduct that promote
integrity, honesty and respect for all the actors involved. Accord-
ing to Barnett and Camfield’s (2016) definition, an ethical evalu-
ation is ‘a set of principles of right conduct that is supposed to
govern practitioners’ behaviours. In an educational evaluation
context these correct behaviours would fall within the normative
ethics domain.

There are general ethics principles that can guide an educa-
tion-related research study as provided by funding bodies, such
as those published by the Australian Council for International
Development (ACFID 2015) and the British Council Research
and Evaluation Ethics Policy (British Council n.d.). These docu-
ments highlight the following considerations:

o informed consent;

o privacy protection and confidentiality of data;

 protection of participants’ rights;

o doing no harm;

o data management and storage;

o transferring data electronically and keeping data safe in
transit;

o dissemination and impact of the research.

Farrow (2016) concurs with these principles and offers a com-
parison of three different sets of ethics guidelines from the ESRC
(2015), BERA (2011) and BPS (2010) in relation to informed
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consent, independence, integrity, privacy and data security, full
disclosure, respect for participant autonomy and the avoidance of
harm / minimisation of risk. It is important to note that the prin-
ciples that guide ethical practice in online research are similar to
those for other research undertaken with human subjects: respect
for autonomy, justice and beneficence (Kitchin 2007).

According to Gupta (2017), autonomy refers to the notion
that each individual has the right to privacy and dignity. Jus-
tice refers to the notion that all research participants should be
treated fairly, equitably and decently during the research process,
while beneficence requires researchers to evaluate harms or risks
to their participants and to attempt to minimise these and max-
imise the benefits to them (Kitchin 2007). Within the context of
online research, ‘the risk of harm can arise with disclosure of a
participant’s identity or other sensitive information that could
expose them to the risk of embarrassment, reputational damage,
or legal prosecution’ (Gupta 2017).

Evaluators also need to be aware of the ethics of disclosure,
for example with regard to students’ engagement in discussion
forums, where subjects may indulge in ‘confessional” activity and
‘online disinhibition’ (Joinson 1998; Suler 2004). There is also
much oversharing of personal information on social media sites,
calling into question the matter of informed consent with respect
to such information. This means that potential harm could be
done by using this type of data, an issue that should be discussed
while planning such an evaluation. A good resource to use during
this planning phase is that of van den Berg, Hawkins and Stame
(2022) in their Ethics for Evaluation, which provides a theoretical
framework focusing on evaluations doing no harm, tackling bad
and doing good.
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One of the most commonly used evaluation models is that of
Kirkpatrick, which was developed in the 1950s and has been
upgraded to a ‘new world’ version (Kirkpatrick Partners 2020). It
can be used to measure both long- and short-term impact and has
been employed by Lin and Cantoni (2017) and by Goh, Wong and
Ayub (2018) as a framework for evaluating MOOCs. The current

Evaluation models

features of this model include:

Level 1: reaction - learners’ feelings about the learning

experience; and the more recent additions:

o Engagement - “The degree to which participants are
actively involved in and contributing to the learning
experience’;

o Relevance - “The degree to which training partici-
pants will have the opportunity to use or apply what
they learned in training on the job’

Level 2: learning - the increase in knowledge, skill and

changes in attitudes resulting from the learning experi-

ence; and the more recent additions:

o Confidence - the belief in being able to apply the
knowledge, and

o Commitment to applying that knowledge.

Level 3: behaviour - the implementation of acquired

knowledge/skills in employment/other contexts; and the

more recent addition:

o Required drivers: ‘Processes and systems that rein-
force, encourage and reward performance of critical
behaviors on the job.

Level 4: results — the broader impact of the training on

an organisation (or, by extension, any other environment



Quality and evaluation 251

or stakeholders, though this is not covered in Kirkpat-

ricK’s original model); and the more recent addition:

o Leading indicators: ‘Short-term observations and
measurements suggesting that critical behaviors
are on track to create a positive impact on desired
results’ (Kirkpatrick Partners 2020)

Perryman (2020: 15) finds a problem with the model with respect
to addressing ‘the significance of contextual factors in enabling or
inhibiting impact at Levels 3 and 4’ and suggests that it does not
offer a particularly nuanced approach to analysing complex rela-
tionships between cause and effect, or to capturing and under-
standing the impact of context on learners” experiences, and on
changes in their attitudes and behaviour.

Kalz et al. (2015) developed a specific model survey instru-
ment from the MOOCKnowledge Project. This project was an
initiative of the European Commission’s Institute of Prospective
Technological Studies (IPTS), which aimed to provide data on
participants studying MOOC:s, in order to evaluate the impact
of different groups studying MOOCs within a European context.
Since the MOOCKnowledge model identifies variables that may
explain the impact of a project or course on different groups of
learners who have followed an identical course, it can assist course
designers and providers to assess variables that could affect long-
term impact goals.

Theory of change

The theory of change (ToC) was derived from the field of the-
ory-driven evaluation (Chen 1990; Coryn et al. 2011) and then
popularised by Weiss (1995). Its purpose is to make explicit
underlying assumptions associated with a given initiative. This
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allows the evaluation team to understand the goals and intentions
of the project’s designers. Reinholz and Andrews (2020) state that
the benefits of ToC come through ‘making the underlying ration-
ale of an initiative explicit, it can be interrogated, assessed and
revised systematically as it is being implemented:.

The ToC is often produced as a diagram that illustrates the
interventions that will be applied to achieve the preconditions
and long-term outcomes for the project. In this way the activities
are clearly articulated and the diagram will assist with choosing
interventions in a systematic and rigorous manner. Furthermore,
it can demonstrate how an intervention has contributed to a chain
of results that produced the intended or actual impacts. A ToC is
therefore more complex than the logic model described earlier,
with a more detailed exploration of the relationships embodied
within the logic model. It also offers a framework to investigate
cause and effect and to compare change mechanisms from vari-
ous and diverse contexts.

A practical example of applying the ToC to an educational
technology initiative is that undertaken by Perryman (2020).
She employed a theory-of-change-based evaluation to the mas-
sive open online course on technology-enhanced learning (TEL
MOOC) produced by the Commonwealth of Learning and
Athabasca University. The evaluation report reveals extensive
short-, medium- and long-term impact on TEL implementation
and open educational practices across 32 countries. It also draws
attention to the variables that limited the impact of this initiative,
such as infrastructure problems and institution-related, cultural
and technological barriers.

A theory of change approach was adopted as the ba-
sis for the evaluation due to its affordances in offering
a systematic framework for investigating the complex
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relationship between cause and effect that must be un-
ravelled when conducting a long-term impact study, and
for investigating the mechanisms of change in very di-
verse contexts. (Perryman 2020)

Since it is difficult to prove attribution for many interventions,
Perryman (2020) in her evaluation adopts a contribution analysis
(see Mayne 2012). Contribution analysis is a methodology used
to identify the multiple factors that could be responsible for the
short-, medium- and long-term impact of a given intervention
such as a course or educational initiative. Contribution analysis
does not conclusively prove an intervention has contributed to a
change or set of changes. Instead, its prime function is to reduce
uncertainty (Mayne 2008: 1).

The TEL MOOC ToC used three clusters of possible con-
tributory factors (A, B and C), which were identified from the

existing literature:

o Cluster A - making a potential contribution to the
impact of TEL MOOC on participants in terms of
changes in their attitudes and behaviour,

+ Cluster B (identical to Cluster A) — making a potential
contribution to the impact on TEL MOOC participants’
colleagues’ attitudes and behaviour, and on institutional/
policy change, and

o Cluster C - making a potential contribution to
the longer-term impact on stakeholders other than the
course participants and their colleagues (Perryman
2020: 42).

The benefit of this approach of identifying possible contributory
factors in advance of the evaluation was that these were taken into

account in the design of the survey and interview questions. This
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ensured that analysis would not neglect these variables, giving
more confidence to findings from this study.

Dissemination

There are multiple dissemination routes for any evaluation find-
ings. The primary one for funders is usually a report but this may
be accompanied by academic articles, conference presentations,
media stories or outputs on social media. There are important
factors to consider when sharing findings, including ensuring the
report title can be easily found by search engines (a numerical
internal report title will not be picked up by a search engine). The
evaluation website can be designed to maximise the potential for
visitors by using search engine optimisation (SEO) techniques.
These can be complex but registering the site using keywords is
a good start.

All these factors are important when using an institution’s own
institutional repository. The Open University supports Open
Research Online (ORO), a platform in which its academics are
required to deposit their research publications. Although a pro-
ject may have a website, this may only exist for the duration of
the research and using an institutional repository will guarantee
longer term access to associated work. Peers can also be encour-
aged to publicise findings to their various networks.

Writing a blog and creating an account on a platform such as
LinkedIn, BlueSky, Threads, Mastodon or Twitter/X will not only
publicise the project but could also make the prospective audi-
ence aware of the evaluation methodology and findings. These
types of message will also form an alert to the release of the final
report. Other social media outlets, such as Instagram, facili-
tate the creation of an image-based narrative for the evaluation.


http://oro.open.ac.uk/
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Facebook can be useful for community engagement, while tools
such as Snapchat and TikTok also suit the needs of specific audi-
ences and age groups.

Findings can also be shared as data via open data repositories,
such as Figshare. This enables other users to combine the project
data with their own and also with other data sets. This increases
the impact of the evaluation. Events can be arranged around the
release of the report, which will in turn increase social media
exposure and generate more interest in the evaluation findings.

Dissemination activities can be fun and a range of unusual
dissemination formats have been used. For example, the OU
organises annual ‘Bake your PhD’ competitions, in which doc-
toral researchers bake goods that visually represent their research
(these can be viewed on X using the hashtag #BakeYourPhD). By
2024, the annual Dance Your PhD organised by the American
Association for the Advancement of Science together with the
Science journal had run 16 times, with the entrants available to
view on YouTube.

Further thoughts

Having discussed the role of policies and standards to ensure qual-
ity, together with checking the quality through different types of
evaluations, several questions remain about how microcredentials
are viewed and embedded within a tertiary education ecosystem.
McGreal and Olcott (2022) suggest that the advent of microcre-
dentials provides an opportunity for a strategic reset. There are, of
course, risks to any new venture and microcredential creation can
involve the breaking up and repurposing of previous parts of the
curriculum. Brown and Nic Giolla Mhichil (2021: 3) argue that
microcredentials can be a ‘wolf in sheep’s clothing’ and strongly
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suggest that an important starting point for any institution is to
agree a strategic microcredential institutional framework. The
development of this needs to be a high priority for the senior lead-
ership team with due diligence around costs and market share of
potential students that match government policies around skill
gaps that can be addressed through microcredential production
and presentation. Brown et al. (2023) offer practical advice for
constructing and implementing a strategic framework with an
examination of the business models that could be adopted. There
is still a way to go but microcredentials offer learners a way to
engage with new employment opportunities, especially with the
fast growth of Al in the workplace, but only if the price is right.
The final chapter of the book looks to the future and examines
what may lie ahead for microcredentials.
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