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This section focuses on the review and redevelopment part of the course development cycle and discusses the formative and summative evaluation of units. The issues of quality management and technology adoption provide a relevant and timely context for a consideration of evaluation, for while evaluation has always been an important part of the course development cycle, it is even more critical now because of the rapid rate of change and the constant need to monitor and review decisions in such an environment. Timely evaluations are needed to inform decision-making processes. 

Evaluation

Evaluation is a natural thing to do. In all human activities we are inclined to seek feedback on how things are going and make judgments about the quality of our endeavours. Evaluation in an educational setting is much the same, in the sense that teachers and students (stakeholders in the learning processes) are continually evaluating themselves and others and they have a need to receive feedback from each other: 

•
students from teachers;

•
students from students;

•
teachers from teachers; and

•
teachers from students.

All professionals are encouraged to reflect on their practice in order to illuminate and articulate the ways in which they perform their roles and meet their goals. This promotes adjustments for improvement. A natural consequence of this interest in improvement is evaluation. 

Generally, evaluation is an informal process and findings may not be documented to any great extent. While informal feedback can be quite valuable, it often yields anecdotal evidence which cannot be substantiated because the moment for gathering further evidence has passed. Many opportunities for gathering feedback are lost because the available data do not relate to a clearly defined set of questions. Therefore, at some stage there is a need for information to be systematically assembled for more formal purposes which culminate in reporting for decision making. 

Evaluation is an enormous field involving a wide range of possible purposes, processes, techniques and tools, though the basic procedure is the same as for any other kind of study. It involves:

•
selection of a focus;

•
the collection and organisation of data;

•
the analysis and interpretation of the data; and

•
the reporting of findings.

The decisions made about these processes and the activities of an individual evaluator will probably represent one of the various philosophical approaches or traditions, which are detailed in the evaluation literature listed in the Bibliography at the end of this guide. The single most important question to consider is who learns what from evaluation. Answers to this can be structured around more specific questions such as those which follow. 

What is evaluation in the course development cycle?

Evaluation of a unit, course or any educational system is a complex task and a proper appreciation of its complexity is essential to any definition. For example, it can be carried out at a micro or macro level, or both, the micro involving detailed examination of particular issues such as syllabus and pedagogy, the macro involving a broader view of the unit as a whole. Essentially, the purpose of evaluation is to improve teaching in ways which bring about the sort of learning we value. 

When thinking about evaluating units and programs, techniques and tools may be used at different levels, for different purposes and for different intended audiences. The key point to understand is that evaluation is a continuous process. Some methods may be more formal than others and some times may be more appropriate than others for carrying out an evaluation. The reasons for choosing a particular time and evaluation method should be clearly articulated beforehand, if an evaluation is to be truly worthwhile. 
Why is evaluation necessary?

Evaluation provides the evidence which forms a basis for making changes to an educational program. There are two broad kinds of evaluation in the context of offering a unit, which can be distinguished according to their timing and purpose. They correspond respectively to the notions of (1) the learning process and (2) the product or outcomes of a program. 

•
Formative evaluation is diagnostic and is concerned with improving teaching and courses by identifying strengths and weaknesses. The gathering of evidence is a continuous process throughout the teaching period and its purpose is to help unit team members to improve the structure and delivery of their unit. Formative evaluation is a way of thinking about teaching during all phases of the educational experience.

•
Summative evaluation is judgmental and its purpose is to determine whether a goal, usually a standard based on established criteria, has been reached. Summative evaluation is usually carried out at the end of a teaching period and may be undertaken to satisfy the requirements of quality management.

Both forms of evaluation are important and can be used in conjunction with one another. In either case, it is vital that the purpose of the evaluation is compatible with the aims and objectives of the educational experience. 
Who should evaluate?

It follows from the previous discussion that teachers should be in control of the evaluation process at the unit level, preferably in conjunction with their immediate colleagues. It may be appropriate at times to request assistance from educators with expertise in curriculum and evaluation, and occasionally there are valid reasons for commissioning an independent evaluation. By and large, though, evaluation of teaching programs is the responsibility of teachers. 

What should be evaluated?

It is a matter for the unit team to decide the focus of evaluations. At some stage, all aspects of the educational experience should be evaluated, though different emphases may be placed on different aspects of the process during any given teaching period. Some of these aspects include: 

•
content;

•
assessment;

•
delivery methods;

•
student support; and

•
overall educational effectiveness.

Evaluation and strategic quality management

In the context of course delivery, the focus of evaluation is clearly on the improvement of teaching and learning processes at the level of individual units. However, as mentioned above, evaluation does have other purposes. 

It is university policy that teaching processes in each faculty are reviewed cyclically, as a means of ensuring continuous improvement. The policy requires courses to be comprehensively reviewed every five years and units every two years. It also requires that each unit is evaluated each time it is offered, using as a minimum, data from student feedback and analyses of student enrolments and student performance. In addition to providing feedback on which to base improvements to course structures and teaching approaches, evaluation in the context of strategic quality management has the following broader purposes:

•
it demonstrates that appropriate evaluation procedures are being used as part of the university’s quality procedures;

•
it monitors the competence of teaching staff and identifies areas which need improvement;

•
it determines how well existing courses meet the needs of students;

•
it demonstrates the relevance and appropriateness of courses for professional bodies and other accrediting agencies; and

•
it fosters continuous improvement in the quality of teaching and learning. 

These requirements assume that the above purposes can be satisfied without the need for unnecessary duplication of data. However, care must be taken to ensure that attempts to satisfy multiple interests concurrently do not compromise the effectiveness of the evaluation systems put in place. 
Redevelopment

The university requirement to review units every time they are offered leads to a cycle of continuous improvement, as minor changes are made to content, assessment, student workloads, delivery methods, and so on, in response to student feedback and other evaluative data. When this systematic review leads to a decision to undertake a major revision or redevelopment of a course or unit offered in flexible modes, procedures must be followed. It is essential that all revisions and redevelopments are scheduled for redevelopment and production in the same way as for new units. There is no standard redevelopment cycle, since the extent and timing of redevelopment will vary from unit to unit. Factors which impinge on the urgency for unit redevelopment include: 

•
the extent to which the content is outdated; 

•
the development of new teaching strategies and technology possibilities; 

•
changes in philosophical directions at institutional or faculty level; and 

•
restructuring of courses within which units are placed.

The important point is that the regular evaluation required by the university should lead to a redevelopment cycle that is appropriate for the unit concerned. 
Evaluation and technology

The integration of technology into teaching and learning processes is becoming widespread as academic staff respond to the challenge of increasing flexibility and improving outcomes for diverse groups of students. This adds a critical new dimension to evaluation wherein, because of the costs involved in using technology, there is an acute need for feedback on development and implementation processes. Furthermore, technology broadens the nature of what should be evaluated because there are more variables to be considered. In addition to issues relating to teaching materials and strategies, evaluations need to collect data relating to: 

•
the quality of access to the technology;

•
the stability and reliability of particular software;

•
the functionality of the software;

•
the financial and others costs involved in usage; and

•
user technical support.

Timely evaluations are needed to help identify the strengths and weaknesses of the technology itself and its appropriateness for use in teaching and learning contexts. Cost–benefit analyses are needed also to determine whether the benefits of using the technology outweigh the financial costs and effort expended in making it operational. 

Using technology to facilitate evaluation

A major advantage of technology is that it considerably broadens the opportunities for more easily gathering evaluative data. For example, online questionnaires can be used in courses with an online component. Opportunities for quantitative feedback can be gathered via learning management systems. 

The advantages of these approaches to evaluation are that:

•
the processes of distribution and responding are simplified;

•
higher response rates are likely because the process is easy; and

•
useful and timely data can be gathered more quickly so that difficulties can sometimes be circumvented and improvements made more efficiently.

Irrespective of which mechanisms are chosen, it is important to remember that ethical considerations apply in the same way as they do in other studies. 
How is evaluation undertaken?

Evaluation involves much more than the use of student questionnaires. It requires a systematic and holistic approach which will produce data that is sufficiently detailed to lead to improvements. In the broad sense, it means making sure that the right questions are asked and answered. It means that everyone involved in the unit—staff and students—will adopt a critical stance towards the unit and its delivery. It is usually appropriate that evaluation results are recorded and disseminated to others. 

There are many ways in which data can be collected for evaluation purposes. Some examples are: 

•
discussions with colleagues about unit content and teaching strategies;

•
formal debriefing sessions with members of the unit team;

•
informal discussions with students throughout the semester;

•
structured group discussions with students;

•
students’ responses to set tasks and assignments;

•
student questionnaires; and

•
feedback from colleagues in other institutions through seminar and conference discussions.

This information can be gathered face-to-face, via snail mail, by telephone or, as outlined above, by using computer communications. The information gathered will be more reliable and comprehensive if it has been systematically recorded throughout the semester. 
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