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1 Generating your own evidence 

2 Assessing evidence

NO MATHS!

● What are the methods?
● TASO examples
● Strengths/limitations

Overview of session
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Generating your own evidence
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The evaluation cycle
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What is your research question?
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ACTIVITY: Research question (4m)
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● Consider a specific intervention you run at your institution
● Discuss with your neighbour your primary research questions
● Consider:

○ Who will use the findings and how?
○ What do stakeholders need to learn from the evaluation?
○ What questions will you be able to answer and when?



Outcome measures
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Outcome measures
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1. Core impact (e.g. A level attainment, university acceptances, continuation)
2. Interim or proxy outcome (e.g. GCSE selections, sign-ups to events)
3. Validated scales (e.g. from academic research, externally-administered 

tests)
4. Self-report objective (e.g. actual knowledge)
5. Self-report subjective (e.g. perceived knowledge)



TASO Common Outcome Measures
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WP questionnaire
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Mapping Outcomes & Activities Tool (MOAT)



ACTIVITY: Outcomes (4m)
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● Consider an appropriate outcome indicator for the intervention 
you want to evaluate.

● Could it be improved? How?



Impact and process evaluation
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● Impact Evaluation (this session)
○ Focused on the impact of the intervention
○ Does it work?
○ Helps decide whether an intervention should be adopted, continued, 

or modified for improvement. 
● Implementation and Process Evaluation (later)

○ Focused on whether the intervention is being implemented as 
intended and whether the underlying assumptions hold

Vestibulum 
congue 



We’ve got quite a lot 
of this

Some of this, and 
getting better

Missing piece of 
the puzzle

Standards of evidence
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OfS standards of evidence - Type 1
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Type of evidence Description Evidence Claims you can make 

Type 1 - narrative The impact evaluation 
provides a narrative or a 
coherent theory of change to 
motivate its selection of 
activities in the context of a 
coherent strategy.

Evidence of impact 
elsewhere and/or in the 
research literature on 
access and participation 
activity effectiveness or 
from your existing 
evaluation results.

We have a coherent 
explanation of what we 
do and why our claims 
are research-based.



Theory of Change
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Type 1 considerations
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Strengths

● A coherent explanation of why an 
intervention should work

● Clear base in existing evidence

Limitations

● No actual data on impact of your 
intervention



TASO example: attainment-raising ToCs
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OfS standards of evidence - Type 2
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Type of evidence Description Evidence Claims you can make

Type 2 – empirical 
enquiry

The impact evaluation 
collects data on impact and 
reports evidence that those 
receiving an intervention have 
better outcomes, though does 
not establish any direct 
causal effect.

Quantitative and/or 
qualitative evidence of a 
pre/post intervention 
change or a difference 
compared to what might 
otherwise have 
happened.

We can demonstrate that 
our interventions are 
associated with 
beneficial results.



Type 2: association with better outcomes
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● Move towards making more robust claims
● Taking part is associated with better outcomes



Pre-post testing
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Very important intervention
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Pre-post testing
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Pre-test Post-test

Intervention

Pre-post testing
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● Assessing the impact of university 
summer schools.

● As part of this evaluation, included a 
pre-post element, alongside a more 
robust randomised evaluation

TASO example: summer schools pre-post
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TASO example: summer schools pre-post
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EXAMPLE



Pre-post considerations
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Key strengths
● Can be straightforward to implement, 

particularly with survey data
● Easy to interpret - the change over 

time

Key limitations
● Assumes that if the intervention didn’t 

happen the outcome would not 
change - doesn’t consider other 
possible drivers of change

● No comparison to other groups
● The only outcomes that can be 

measured are those that can be 
collected at multiple time-points

● Testing effects can be an issue



A basic comparison
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Outcome

Intervention



TASO example: teaching and learning analysis

Home and
International

students

1,011 
Undergraduates
1st, 2nd, 3rd years

2 
Courses

58 
Modules

3 Academic 
years

2018-19
2019-20
2020-21

1 Higher Education 
Provider
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TASO example: teaching and learning analysis
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EXAMPLE



Basic comparison considerations
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Key strengths
● Can use existing institutional data and 

historical data sets
● Can show correlation between 

intervention and outcomes

Key limitations
● Basic comparison to other people who 

didn’t take part
● Could be comparing apples with 

oranges
● Not able to make strong claims about 

impact



OfS standards of evidence
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Type of evidence Description Evidence Claims you can make

Type 3 – causality The impact evaluation 
methodology provides 
evidence of a causal effect of 
an intervention.

Quantitative and/or 
qualitative evidence of a 
pre/post treatment 
change on participants 
relative to an 
appropriate control or 
comparison group who 
did not take part in the 
intervention.

We believe our 
intervention causes 
improvement and can 
demonstrate the 
difference using a control 
or comparison group.
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• Correlation doesn’t mean causation

o Type 2 evidence is useful in building 
our understanding.

o Type 3 methods can uncover the fuller 
picture.

Type 3: why we need it
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Do not applyApply for WP activity

Example: WP activity
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Do not applyApply for WP activity

80% enrol in HE 50% enrol in HE

Example: WP activity
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• Demographic differences? (e.g. gender, prior attainment, location)

• Other differences? (e.g. family support, individual motivation, other 
barriers)? 

Differences are there between groups?
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Do not applyApply for WP activity

80% enrol in HE 50% enrol in HE

Selection bias
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Random comparison group
Outcome
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Random comparison group
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RCT Considerations
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Strengths

● A Type 3 method under the OfS 
Standards of Evidence

● Ideal tool for causal inference
● Helpful in determining whether a an 

intervention / public policy works
● Typically have high internal validity (to 

be defined later!)

Limitations

● Can be time consuming and expensive
● Hawthorne effect and other internal 

validity concerns
● Sometimes difficult to randomize 

participants
● Can require large sample
● External validity considerations 
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• University partners 
○ Pre-16
○ Post-16

• Summer schools 2021 - online 
delivery

• Summer schools 2022 - 
face-to-face delivery 

TASO example: summer schools RCT
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• Summer schools are oversubscribed.
• Eligible applicants are randomly allocated to either receive a place or not 

receive a place.

Receive a place 
(‘treatment group’)

Don’t receive a place 
(‘control group’)

TASO example: online summer schools RCT
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Outcome Intervention mean Control mean

Likelihood of going to HE (7-point likert scale) (N = 342) 6.60 6.60

Applied to HE (binary yes/no) (N = 295) 0.94 0.91

TASO example: online summer schools RCT 
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EXAMPLE



Quasi-experimental designs
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● No randomisation
● But try to simulate something like an RCT using data we already have
● For examples see:

○ Race equality gaps report
○ Multi-intervention outreach and mentoring report



Finding comparison group data
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Source Good for…

UCAS Outreach Evaluator - Comparing potential applicants with national average, 
a control group and “your competition”

- Application to acceptance

Jisc - Comparing students to a matched comparison group 
within the HESA dataset 

Institutional data - Comparing students on different courses or who do 
and don’t engage with a service/programme

Survey (bespoke or part of wider 
study)

- When you are looking at softer outcomes



ACTIVITY: Research methods (10m)
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● Split into groups or 3-4  to discuss
○ Pre-post
○ Comparison groups
○ Randomisation

● Discuss possible research designs for your evaluation
● What are three key steps you can take to progressing this in your 

institution?
● TASO team members will circulate



Questions?
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Assessing evidence
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INSERT TOC DIAGRAM
ZOOM in on RATIONALE ASSUMPTIONS

2 offshoots 
- What evidence goes in
- And how you get evidence out
-



Rationale and assumptions
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● How effective do we think it will be?
● Why?
● For who?
● In what context?
● …



Rationale and assumptions
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STAND ON THE SHOULDERS OF GIANTS!



Where to get evidence?
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● TASO reports and toolkit
● OfS reports
● Effective practice
● EORR - and our review
● Uni Connect
● Academic journals
● NBER
● ERIC
● EEF
● …



All evidence is not equal
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Method/focus

Strength

Relevance



No such thing as ‘good’ evidence
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● Relevance
○ How does the evidence apply to the problem we are to address?

● Method/focus
○ What is the research question? 
○ Is the research/evaluation trying to focused on impact or on 

something else?
● Strength

○ Given the research question and focus, is the design strong?



But some is more useful than other
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● For the purpose of APPs, what we want to understand is 
impact  i.e. how well interventions are working

● Some sorts of evidence are better for this purpose
● Consider the limitations outlined earlier



Internal/external validity
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Internal

● To do with the methods and design - how 
confident are we in the findings? Are the 
conclusions correct?

● Common threats include:
○ Selection bias - systematic 

differences between groups 
○ Testing effects - e.g. participants 

changing their behaviour because 
they are observed

○ Attrition - loss of data e.g. low survey 
responses

External

● How generalisable is the evidence? Is it 
useful to us?

● Common threats include:
○ Focus on particular samples
○ Artificial settings or interventions which 

don’t translate
○ Cultural or geographical differences 
○ Contextual factors e.g. pandemics



Top tips for assessing evidence
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Relevance
● What is the intervention?
● What is the focus group?
● What is the setting? country/institution type

Method/focus
● In particular, is there a comparison between people who did and didn’t get ‘the thing’ we are 

interested in?
Strength

● What is the sample size?
● What is the outcome measure?
● If there is, are there other possible reasons why we might see a difference in outcomes?
● What are the stated limitations (read the paper, but be prepared to point out ones they’ve 

missed!)



Most common limitations
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● No comparator or problems with the comparison group
● Outcomes are self-reported or not very strong in other 

ways (e.g. short-term)
● Small samples
● Not really about impact!



Activity (10 minutes)
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● Consider a specific intervention you run at your institution
● Consider

○ What is the evidence you use to underpin it? 
○ What are the weakness of this evidence?
○ What evidence would you ideally want…can you generate it?



One swallow does not make a summer
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Research protocols
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● A Research Protocol is a written document that describes the 
overall approach that will be used throughout your initiative, 
including its evaluation.

● See our website for open access to our protocols



Takeaways

62

● There are a range of ways you can improve your evaluation practice
● Hopefully we have given you some ideas for how you can start 

generating more evidence and some practical examples
● Please come to us with questions or ideas!



Questions?
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Thank you
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