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Language program evaluation is a pragmatic mode of inquiry that illuminates the complex nature of
language-related interventions of various kinds, the factors that foster or constrain them, and the con-
sequences that ensue. Program evaluation enables a variety of evidence-based decisions and actions,
from designing programs and implementing practices to judging effectiveness and improving outcomes.
Though often narrowly construed as an external accountability requirement only, evaluation may pro-
vide a heuristic for generating new knowledge; raising awareness; and transforming the educational,
social, and economic circumstances of individuals and communities. In this article, I review the origins
and interdisciplinary nature of program evaluation, and I trace its development within applied linguistics
and language education in particular. I then consider the current contributions of language program
evaluation, and I point to likely future trends. In particular, I highlight how changing global circum-
stances, technological affordances, and contexts and purposes for language learning and language use
are both impacting the nature of evaluation and presenting challenges for which evaluation is uniquely
suited to respond. I also emphasize the potential—versus as yet realized—contribution of program evalu-
ation as a way of ameliorating gaps in current language research and practice, and I point to implications
for training, dissemination, and integration of this mode of inquiry as an important part of the future
intellectual core of applied linguistics.
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LANGUAGE TEACHING AND LEARNING, AS
well as other educational and social endeavors
related to language learners and users, play out
not within sanitized laboratories where theories
are carefully tested, but rather under the realities
of geopolitical and economic forces; governmen-
tal budgets and policies; institutional affordances
and constraints; and the everyday actions of ad-
ministrators, teachers, learners, and others. In-
deed, language programs—intentional interven-
tions designed to address one or more clearly de-
fined societal needs related to language learn-
ing and/or use—present a persistently evolving
constellation of factors that interact to determine
often life-changing outcomes for individuals. Ac-
cordingly, teachers, curriculum developers, policy
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makers, and the public want to know ‘what works’
in pursuing educational or social good, yet most
research on language teaching and learning does
not reflect the multifaceted realities of educa-
tional or related program contexts, nor does it
produce findings in a form readily available for
application to decisions that need to be made.
Language program evaluation provides a frame-
work, heuristic, and methodologies for making
sense of language teaching and learning (and
other language-related endeavors) in situ, as well
as for answering ‘what works’ questions and in-
forming practical efforts at improvement. To date,
however, program evaluation largely has been ig-
nored by the mainstream of applied linguistics,
and as a result the capacity of evaluation to trans-
form how we inquire, reason, and act in relation
to language programs is yet to be realized.

One challenge for understanding the poten-
tial contribution of program evaluation within ap-
plied linguistics relates to confusion regarding
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the term ‘evaluation.’ While it is a certainty that
different discourse communities utilize terms like
evaluation, assessment, and measurement inter-
changeably, it is also clear that evaluation has de-
veloped over the course of the 20th century to im-
ply a particular set of values, purposes, and prac-
tices that represent and guide the endeavors of
a body of scholars and professionals (American
Evaluation Association [AEA], 2004). According
to Norris (2006), in theMLJ Perspectives:

Evaluation is the gathering of information about any
of the variety of elements that constitute educational
programs, for a variety of purposes that primarily
include understanding, demonstrating, improving,
and judging program value. Evaluation brings evi-
dence to bear on the problems of programs, but the
nature of that evidence is not restricted to one par-
ticular methodology. (p. 579)

Evaluation is thus distinct from assessment (gath-
ering of information about individual learning,
knowledge, and ability) and measurement (quan-
tifiable indicators of theoretical constructs) pri-
marily in its scope, purpose, and inherently mul-
timethodological epistemology. Evaluation is also
distinct from research, in which inquiry is driven
fundamentally by the need to generate or test theo-
retical claims (whatever ontological persuasion the
theory may happen to present); evaluation, by
contrast, pursues empirical inquiry for the prag-
matic ends of making decisions and informing
actions (Cronbach & Suppes, 1969). This basic
distinction is readily apparent in the foremost pro-
fessional standard of evaluators, where the “util-
ity” of evaluation is “intended to increase the
extent to which program stakeholders find evalu-
ation processes and products valuable in meeting
their needs” (Yarbrough et al., 2011, p. 3). The
value of evaluation, then, is determined in large
part by the extent to which it helps specific peo-
ple understand how and to what ends programs
are functioning, and by the degree to which that
understanding is put to use (Patton, 2008).
A related challenge is the common miscon-

ception that evaluation is monomethodological
(i.e., the positivistic measurement of program
outcomes in quantifiable terms); bureaucratic
(i.e., driven by top-down regulatory policies
or mechanisms); and focused only on holding
teachers, learners, employees, and others within
programs accountable to a financial or ‘minimum
competency’ bottom line. While it is true that
program evaluation grew out of a narrowly exper-
imental orientation in the Great Society era (e.g.,
Campbell, Stanley, & Gage, 1963), evaluation
scholars quickly realized that methodological

pluralism was essential if evaluation was to meet
the actual decision-making needs of actors within
educational and social programs. Thus, for exam-
ple, an early distinction between formative and
summative evaluation (Scriven, 1967) emerged
from the observation that evaluation was not
particularly useful if it only provided information
for making yes/no, fund/no-fund decisions—
underperforming programs, like many schools
which could not simply be shut down, required
richer information that would lead to improve-
ments in practices, not merely the ‘finding’ that
they were underperforming in experimental
comparisons with other schools. Along with
multiple purposes for evaluation, then, came the
demand for multiple methodologies and ways of
observing and interpreting; different questions
about programs called for different types of data.
Thus, while the social sciences (including applied
linguistics) have sustained debilitating paradigm
wars and associated epistemological elitism to
date, evaluators quickly got over the qualitative–
quantitative, experimental–interpretive divide
(though not without aggressive resistance, e.g.,
Lincoln & Guba, 1985), opting instead for a
resolution in pragmatism. According to Cron-
bach and colleagues (1980), “The evaluator
will be wise not to declare allegiance to either
a quantitative–scientific–summative method-
ology or a qualitative–naturalistic–descriptive
methodology” (p. 7).
Contemporary program evaluation practice,

then, embraces multiple purposes, methodolog-
ical pluralism, and a pragmatic focus on use-
fulness, and evaluators have repudiated policies
and practices that threaten these foundations.
For example, the American Evaluation Associa-
tion (AEA) has spoken out against the prioritiza-
tion of randomized control trials over other sci-
entific methods by the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation (AEA, 2003), against the exclusive use of
standardized testing for educational accountabil-
ity (AEA, 2006), and against the near-exclusive
reliance on outcomes measurement and exper-
imental designs for the evaluation of federally
funded programs (AEA, 2013). The bottom line
for professional evaluators, then, is that system-
atic data collection and analysis is undertaken
in response to specific questions that reflect a
wide range of possible uses (and users) of infor-
mation in understanding, judging, and improv-
ing programs. Indeed, evaluation may be done to
identify needs, clarify values, allocate resources,
design curricula, develop materials, improve de-
livery, demonstrate outcomes, raise awareness,
and transform the lives of program stakeholders,
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amongmany other purposes (Patton, 2008; Rossi,
Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004).

Likemainstream evaluation, language program
evaluation emerged during the Great Society era,
and it has evolved through several phases of
practice and scholarship.1 Norris and Watanabe
(2012) characterize three stages in the history
of language program evaluation to date. In an
initial, prescholarly stage, beginning in the post-
World War II era, language program evaluation
took the form of large-scale experimental stud-
ies that sought to demonstrate the superiority
of one language teaching method over another
(e.g., Scherer & Wertheimer, 1964; Smith, 1970),
or it involved the external monitoring of over-
seas language programs by language education
experts representing funding organizations from
Western nations (e.g., Beretta &Davies, 1985). Re-
actions to the weaknesses of program-level experi-
mentation and bureaucratic oversight, along with
the rapid rise in English language teaching world-
wide, spawned the next stage, which might be
considered the birth of a scholarship of language
program evaluation. Reflected most cogently by
Beretta’s observations on the realities and possi-
bilities of evaluation practice (e.g., Beretta, 1986a,
1986b, 1986c, 1990a, 1990b, 1992a, 1992b), lan-
guage program evaluators carved out a new do-
main of applied linguistics work based on several
core insights, as summarized byNorris andWatan-
abe (2012):

(1) Truly experimental research on language
programs or teaching methods was ill ad-
vised, due to lack of control over numer-
ous factors (population samples, teach-
ers, settings, etc.) and the consequent
inevitability of misinterpreting findings.

(2) External/expert reviews provided only
one kind of subjective, often arbitrary,
information about program functioning
and outcomes, and led frequently to neg-
ative reactions by program insiders.

(3) Understanding of language program im-
plementation was essential for interpreta-
tions about program effectiveness; meth-
ods for observing implementation and
contextual setting were thus required.

(4) Program stakeholders’ ideas and actions,
in particular those of language teachers,
were key to illuminating how language
programs function as well as encouraging
formative change; involvement of stake-
holders in evaluation processes was there-
fore important for enabling contextual
relevance of findings.

(5) Language program evaluation needed to
occur for a variety of purposes, from devel-
opment to improvement to accountabil-
ity; intended uses of evaluations should
thus leadmethodological choices, not vice
versa.

Publishing on language program evaluation
reached a zenith during this phase, with almost
one book per year appearing in the 10 years from
1989 to 1998 (Alderson & Beretta, 1992; Brown,
1995a; Johnson, 1989; Lynch, 1996; Pennington,
1991; Rea–Dickins & Germaine, 1992, 1998; Weir
& Roberts, 1994), including two volumes in the
authoritative Cambridge Applied Linguistics se-
ries. Key contributions of this stage included: (a)
the development and dissemination of numer-
ous methods for collecting data—interviews, ob-
servation protocols, focus groups, surveys, profi-
ciency tests, and so forth—about the diverse el-
ements that constitute language programs (e.g.,
Weir & Roberts, 1994), (b) the design of frame-
works for describing the logic of language pro-
grams and the interconnections among distinct
elements, from needs to curriculum and materi-
als to teachers to assessments (e.g., Brown, 1995a,
1995b; Lynch, 1996), and (c) the perhaps naïve
if admirable notion that program evaluation had
the potential to contribute not only to local im-
provements in specific language programs, but
also to the transformation of stakeholders’ roles
and prospects within them, through their par-
ticipation, and to the in-depth understanding of
how language education programs work in prac-
tice (e.g., Kiely, 1998; Mackay, Wellesley, & Bazer-
gan, 1995). Notably, with a few exceptions (e.g.,
Heining–Boynton, 1990; Horwitz, 1985), nearly
all of the examples of language program evalua-
tion generated during this period came from En-
glish as a foreign or second language EFL/ESL
teaching contexts.

Following a lull in language program evalua-
tion activity from the late 1990s to the mid-2000s,
several impetuses worldwide led to renewed in-
terest in the roles played by evaluation in insti-
tutions and society, the expansion of evaluation
ideas and practices into new sectors of language
education, and the exploration of diverse models
and methods. A primary harbinger of this next
stage in language program evaluation came in
the form of the ‘accountability movement’ and
its requirements for numerous domains of en-
deavor, including: (a) mandated testing of core
subject matter competences and related conse-
quences for learners, teachers, and schools in
U.S. K–12 public education, (b) the requirement
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that academic programs in higher education
(primarily North America, the United Kingdom,
and the British Commonwealth) incorporate stu-
dent learning outcomes assessments as a chief
component of institutional accreditation, (c) in-
creased monitoring and oversight of the imple-
mentation of governmental policies and stan-
dards worldwide, and (d) external inspection
and impact analysis of federally funded programs
in many countries (see Kiely & Rea–Dickins,
2005, 2009). Interestingly, although the top-down,
authoritarian, bureaucratic, and high-stakes ori-
entation of the accountability movement was
unmistakable—and the consequences for some
language programs and learners quite dire (as
described in a later section)—the effect on lan-
guage program evaluation thought and practice
was, in many cases, quite the opposite. As evalu-
ators and program stakeholders struggled to re-
spond to these mandates, they developed a new-
found awareness of the array of possible roles
played by evaluation, they designed thoughtful
approaches that simultaneously met external de-
mands and provided internally useful informa-
tion, they reflected on the value and practice of
evaluation, and they initiated empirical investiga-
tions into the nature of evaluation use and impact
within language programs (see, e.g., Kiely & Rea–
Dickins, 2005; Norris, 2009; Norris et al., 2009).
Norris and Watanabe (2013) observed several key
developments within this next generation of lan-
guage program evaluation:

(1) shifting roles and responsibilities, with
increased awareness, participation, and
ownership over evaluation by program-
internal stakeholders and the recasting of
external evaluators as facilitators rather
than judges;

(2) cyclical, ongoing, process approaches to
evaluation, where questions are priori-
tized, answered, and acted upon, followed
by a new cycle, rather than one-time re-
views that seek to address all aspects of a
program at once;

(3) focus on specific program elements (e.g.,
teachers, assessments) in depth, as they in-
teract with other elements, stakeholders,
and factors;

(4) triangulation of evidence types and
sources gathered for evaluation purposes,
with an emphasis on mixed-methods data
collection;

(5) identification of intended uses and users
of evaluation as the key first step in pur-
suing evaluations that can provide useful

information and lead to decisions and ac-
tions;

(6) awareness-raising and capacity develop-
ment for evaluation through the involve-
ment of language program stakeholders
in all phases of the evaluation process.

It is also important to note that these recent
trends in language program evaluation have
emerged not primarily from the typical EFL/ESL
settings, but at least as actively from foreign lan-
guage education contexts in North America and
worldwide (e.g., Birckbichler, 2006). Additionally,
the new generation of language program evalua-
tors has sought to disseminate not only case stud-
ies of evaluation in practice, but also reflections
and empirical findings about evaluation in use, all
contributing to a still nascent scholarship of lan-
guage program evaluation, as highlighted in the
following section.

CURRENT CONTRIBUTIONS OF LANGUAGE
PROGRAM EVALUATION

Contemporary language program evaluation
occurs in response to several key mandates, as in-
dicated previously, but it has also begun to de-
velop a set of practices that are suggestive of a new-
found value for evaluation from the perspective
of language educators and some applied linguists.
Thus, language program evaluations can be dis-
tinguished on the one hand by the impetuses for
engaging in evaluation in the first place, but also
by the approaches taken and the consequences
that ensue.

Accountability Evaluation

One major impetus for program evaluation has
to do with a heightened emphasis on holding pub-
lic schools, teachers, and students accountable to
certain expectations for adequate performance,
primarily in terms of learning achievements. Al-
though such accountability schemes exist world-
wide (e.g., Harris, 2009; Kiely & Rea–Dickins,
2009), they are perhaps most readily and recently
associated with the No Child Left Behind Act of
2002 (NCLB) in the United States, which sought
to ensure perpetual improvement in the meeting
of educational objectives in K–12 public school-
ing. The basic premise of NCLB, and other recent
test-based accountability movements, is the as-
sumption that regular assessment of all learners in
core subject matters, longitudinal tracking of re-
sults, and public scrutiny of performance will lead
to needed improvements in educational practices
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(Koretz, 2003; Linn, Baker, & Betebenner, 2002).
An added dimension in the United States has
been the requirement that schools demonstrate
‘adequate yearly progress’ as defined by certain
percentages of students (and groups of students,
including linguistic minority groups) demonstrat-
ing improvements in performance from one year
to the next. While the details of accountability
testing are beyond the scope of this article, it is
important to consider a few of the ways in which
it has impacted our thinking about language pro-
gram evaluation.

One fundamental observation about test-based
accountability movements like that inspired by
NCLB is that they lack many of the dimensions
considered to be essential for ethical program
evaluation practice—merely measuring achieve-
ments through standardized assessments does lit-
tle to shed light onmyriad factors that conspire to
determine test scores, to provide formative infor-
mation that can be acted upon for improvement,
to encourage innovation or experimentation,
to enable accurate data-based interpretations,
and so on (e.g., AEA, 2006). The realities of
such test-based regimes also suggest relatively
severe consequences for language learners and
language education. Thus, for example, ample
evidence has been collected to indicate the detri-
mental effects of U.S. accountability testing on
the academic preparation and achievements of
English language learners as well as the depletion
of a national resource in the form of bilingual
speakers of a variety of languages, where bilingual
education or first-language support programs
are overwhelmed by the frenzy to meet adequate
yearly progress in English proficiency develop-
ment and academic achievement (e.g., Menken,
2008; Menken & Solorza, 2014). Furthermore, it
is clear that the teaching of foreign languages in
U.S. public schools has declined dramatically, in
particular at elementary andmiddle school levels,
as teachers, instructional hours, and curriculum
are shifted toward the core subject areas that are
subject to accountability testing (languages are
not; e.g., Rhodes & Pufahl, 2010; Rosenbusch,
2005). Another negative consequence is that, in
light of the massive media attention paid to ac-
countability assessment, test-based regimes have
incorrectly become synonymous with evaluation
in the minds of the public as well as academics,
including language and humanities educators in
leadership positions (e.g., Holquist, 2010).

At the same time, it may be that some (unin-
tended?) positive consequences have ensued, as
well-intentioned language educators and evalua-
tors have responded proactively to the pressures

of accountability. One example has been the
development of much more insightful English-
language proficiency standards and assessments
for providing information to K–12 teachers and
administrators in a form that can be used to
reflect on and improve instruction while also
gauging students’ proficiency development. For
example, the WIDA English language proficiency
standards and associated assessments have been
developed precisely because of the mandate to
measure yearly progress, yet they have also been
delivered with a variety of support mechanisms
intended to help teachers and administrators
interpret and act upon findings (e.g., Gottlieb
& Nguyen, 2007; Kenyon et al., 2011), and they
themselves are subject to ongoing evaluation
(e.g., Bailey & Huang, 2011). Another all-too-
infrequent example of a proactive response to
accountability testing under NCLB, with respect
to linguistic and cultural minority students, has
been the development of alternative assessments
that can be used to meet accountability demands
while simultaneously supporting the rights of
indigenous people and the development of
languages other than English. For example, the
Hawaiian Aligned Portfolio Assessment (HAPA, a
play on words for those familiar with theHawaiian
language) was developed as a way of testing stu-
dents’ subject matter learning within the context
of immersion schools that conduct the early years
of schooling entirely inHawaiian (Burger & Ryan,
2007). These kinds of responses are indicative of
the possibilities for transforming test-based ac-
countability mandates into less pejorative realities
for language learners and educators. However,
as accountability pressures are sustained into the
future, it is likely that additional steps will need to
be taken if test-based information is to be usefully
integrated into an approach to evaluation that
supports meaningful reflection and improvement
in language programs while avoiding negative
consequences of the sort encountered so far.

Student Learning Outcomes Assessment

Another major impetus for language pro-
gram evaluation takes the form of accreditation-
mandated student learning outcomes assessment
in higher education. In the United States, ac-
creditation of universities is conducted by feder-
ally authorized regional accrediting agencies, and
the major focus of accreditation in the modern
era is on ‘student learning effectiveness’ (Ewell,
2001; for examples outside of the United States,
see Brindley, 1998, 2001). The primary mecha-
nism for gauging this dimension of universities
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comes in the form of a mandate that all academic
programs should regularly assess the key learning
outcomes of their students, for example, as they
graduate from major degree programs. A key fac-
tor that distinguishes outcomes assessment of this
sort from accountability testing is that academic
programs and institutions are largely left to their
own devices to determine what outcomes need to
be assessed as well as the preferred methods for
doing so. Another key distinguishing factor is that
assessment findings are supposed to be used as ev-
idence in ongoing cycles of program monitoring
for improvement.
Language educators in higher education have

reacted in two ways to the outcomes assessment
movement, which, according to a national survey
reported in Watanabe, Norris, & González–Lloret
(2009), has been the primary locus of evaluation
in tertiary language programs in recent years. On
the one hand, there has been a predictable re-
jection of such efforts for a variety of reasons,
largely owing to the misinterpretation of what is
being requested and ignorance or lack of capac-
ity to engage in assessment and evaluation (see
discussion in Norris, 2006). A second reaction,
however, has been to embrace outcomes assess-
ment as an opportunity to engage in meaningful
program evaluation, and it is in fact in conjunc-
tion with the outcomes assessmentmovement that
there has emerged a considerable new scholar-
ship of language program evaluation. Thus, for-
eign language educators have set about identify-
ing, stipulating, and developing consensus on pre-
cisely what kinds of learning (of language, cul-
ture, and other targets) should occur as a result of
their programs, in the form of learning outcomes
statements, something that was heretofore virtu-
ally nonexistent (e.g., Gorsuch, 2009; Grau Sem-
pere, Mohn, & Pieroni, 2009; Liskin–Gasparro &
Vasseur, 2014; Walther, 2009). They have mapped
curriculum, developed courses, and provided new
and more diverse learning opportunities in order
to help learners achieve targeted outcomes (e.g.,
Windham, 2008). They have adopted, adapted,
and/or designed new assessments for collecting
data on student learning, ranging from stan-
dardized proficiency assessments to individual-
ized portfolio assessments to alumni surveys (e.g.,
Pfeiffer & Byrnes, 2009). They have developed
other ways of gathering data about diverse fac-
tors within their programs that play a role in in-
fluencing student learning, such that cause–effect
relationships might be determined (e.g., Young,
2008). They have analyzed data, interpreted find-
ings in local relief, and taken actions to improve
their programs as a result (e.g., Norris & Davis,

2015). Ultimately, they have learned through the
process, both about their programs and the kinds
of student learning they encourage, and also
about program evaluation and assessment as vi-
able processes that can contribute to the better-
ment of language and humanities education (e.g.,
Cachey, 2014; Cachey & Pfeiffer, 2015).
While it would be premature to suggest that

outcomes assessment is having anything like a
widespread impact along these lines (indeed,
misguided and vitriolic reactions persist), it is
nevertheless encouraging that at least some for-
eign language educators have taken the mandate
at face value and taken up the responsibility to
pursue meaningful evaluation as a result. Recent
discussions and empirical observations (Davis,
2015; Davis, Sinicrope, & Watanabe, 2009) sug-
gest that key factors underlying this proactive
adoption of outcomes assessment for useful
purposes include: the will to take ownership over
the process and make it work for the sake of the
program and its stakeholders, sometimes in spite
of external impetuses; leadership that facilitates
assessment and evaluation through encourage-
ment and provision of resources; an iterative and
balanced approach that sets achievable targets
and proceeds cyclically; and internal efforts at
developing capacity to pursue evaluation.

Program Development, Monitoring, and Improvement

Although accountability regimes and outcomes
assessment present the most readily apparent im-
petuses for program evaluation, at least as much
energy has been devoted to formative, local, and
largely internal language program evaluation ef-
forts. Rather than holding programs to a stan-
dardized bottom line or enforcing external cri-
teria for achievement, these evaluations priori-
tize the gathering of locally useful information
for answering priority questions about language
programs and helping stakeholders and decision
makers resolve immediate challenges.
Needs analysis is one such endeavor, in which

various data collection methods and information
sources are utilized to determine what the pur-
poses, goals, and targeted outcomes of language
programs should be (Long, 2005). Needs analy-
ses may assume a primarily developmental role,
that is, prior to program creation, by providing
a basis for understanding who the clients and
other stakeholders of the program are, what their
(and others’) expectations for the program may
be, and what kinds of program activities may best
foster desired outcomes. Thus, in a highly local-
ized example, Chaudron et al. (2005) conducted
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surveys to determine the target tasks that interest
learners of Korean as a foreign language, followed
by the recording and discourse analysis of authen-
tic exemplar tasks, all as a basis for curriculum de-
sign and materials development in a college lan-
guage program (see Iwai et al., 1999, for a similar
example in Japanese). At a much broader level
of use, Van Avermaet and Gysen (2006) report
on the use of interviews and surveys across mul-
tiple stakeholder groups in Belgium—including
learners of various ages, employers, educators—
as a foundation for identifying the types of Dutch
language tasks that immigrants to Flanders would
need to be able to accomplish in various sectors of
society and for diverse communication purposes,
including everything from survival to schooling
to vocational to higher education uses of the lan-
guage. Findings from this needs analysis went
on to inform the development of published ma-
terials, sample syllabi and lesson plans, teacher
training, and, importantly, language assessment.
Needs analysis may also be pursued as a way of
augmenting already existing programs, by deter-
mining perceived gaps, identifying changes in
learner or client population characteristics, and
otherwise examining what is being delivered ver-
sus what might be sought from a program. For ex-
ample, Milleret and Silveira (2009) utilized focus
groups, surveys, and document analyses to iden-
tify uniquely differing groups within an existing
Portuguese language program—including Span-
ish speakers as well as non-Spanish speakers—
and to establish key differences in their learning
trajectories; these findings were used as a means
for creating new courses and associated materials
aligned with the differentiated needs of the two
learner groups, and as a basis for justifying expan-
sion of the program.

Program monitoring, typically required as a
stipulation of funding or as an approach to man-
agement, may also adopt an explicitly formative
orientation as opposed to the perfunctory meet-
ing of external demands (Mackay, 1994; Mackay
et al., 1998). Monitoring frequently involves the
use of tests and other outcomes measures, as a ba-
sis for establishing program effectiveness, as well
as observation and inspection to determine the
extent to which key program elements (e.g., ma-
terials, classroom practices) are being realized as
intended. However, recent examples suggest that
mandatorymonitoringmay also adopt a formative
role when implemented in consultation with, and
with participation by, program-internal stakehold-
ers. For example, Llosa and Slayton (2009) dis-
cuss the evaluation of a high-cost supplementary
reading program in a U.S. public school system,

the measured outcomes of which suggested no
benefit, in particular for ESL learners. However,
by carefully investigating the processes by which
the program materials were implemented, from
the perspectives of the teachers and learners in-
volved, the evaluators were able to identify numer-
ous features in need of improvement such that the
program might have a chance of success. In an-
other example, Elder (2009) reflects on the evalu-
ation of state-funded heritage language programs
in Australia, pointing to the key roles for partici-
pation and communication among stakeholders,
evaluators, and funders, as a baseline condition
for enabling improvement of programs above and
beyond monitoring expectations. One key contri-
bution of these and other recent monitoring eval-
uations is the realization that multiple modes of
inquiry are necessary to accomplish diverse pur-
poses ofmonitoring evaluation (see additional ex-
amples in Ekkens & Winke, 2009; Harris, 2009;
Kiely & Rea–Dickins, 2005; Koyalan, 2009; Van
den Branden, 2006).

Another increasingly frequent focus of lan-
guage program evaluation in the last decade has
centered on explicitly formative purposes, that
is, internally oriented evaluations that endeavor
from the outset to provide information that can
be used by local decision makers for specific as-
pects of program improvement (see, e.g., col-
lected articles in Norris et al., 2009). Key fea-
tures of these evaluations, many of which draw
heavily on utilization-focused evaluation (Patton,
2008), include a highly participatory orientation,
where teachers or other stakeholders take the
lead in evaluation; extensive use of qualitative
data collection methods (e.g., interviews, focus
groups, meetings, journals); and cycles of pos-
ing questions, gathering evidence, interpreting,
and making decisions, followed by new questions.
For example, Yang (2009) reports on a teacher-
generated evaluation of new teacher induction
practices within a university ESL program, where
the challenge of constantly evolving teachers sug-
gested the need for understanding and improv-
ing the ways in which they were introduced to the
job and otherwise brought into the program. Yang
worked with program administrators and experi-
enced as well as new instructional faculty first to
identify the broad goals of the program and sec-
ond to gather perspectives on whether and how
the goals were being met through various induc-
tion practices; her detailed findings were in turn
utilized by program administrators for making
substantial expansions in induction practices. In
another example, Kiely (2006, 2009) explores fac-
tors that influence how teachers respond to and
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act upon evaluation data, highlighting in partic-
ular the ways in which teachers’ identities and
awareness affect how they approach evaluation,
the rich information requirements (e.g., about
how learners respond to materials and pedagogy)
for useful teaching-related evaluations, and the
importance of teacher ownership as a means
for encouraging learning and action through
evaluation.

Effectiveness Evaluation

Another very common orientation in recent
language program evaluation work is the deter-
mination of ‘effectiveness’ or ‘impact’ of various
interventions on language learning and/or other
outcomes (e.g., learner motivation). Distinct
from accountability or outcomes assessment
evaluation, these evaluations tend to focus quite
narrowly on specific, measurable phenomena
that are ostensibly treated by innovative program
designs, perhaps most commonly in the form of
teaching approaches, materials, or curricula. As
well, these evaluations typically reflect a particu-
lar theoretical premise from the field of second
language acquisition, and they often adopt quasi-
experimental methodologies to ‘test’ for program
effectiveness. Thus, for example, numerous eval-
uations have been published in recent years on
the effectiveness and/or impact of approaches to
technology-mediated language teaching, in terms
of learner motivation (e.g., Cai & Zhu, 2012),
student perceptions of usefulness (e.g., Pardo–
Ballester, 2012), and proficiency outcomes (e.g.,
Young, 2008). Other effectiveness evaluations
have examined intensive summer courses (e.g.,
Xu et al., 2012), study abroad (e.g., Badstübner &
Ecke, 2009), heritage language program design
(e.g., Nocus et al., 2012), and models of bilingual
education (e.g., Admiraal, Westhoff, & de Bot,
2006). A major challenge for effectiveness eval-
uations is the determination of what, precisely,
within the program led to which kinds of impacts.
As Kiely and Rea–Dickins (2009) have pointed
out, programs are highly dynamic and complex,
such that richly contextualized information is
called upon to shed light on putative causal mech-
anisms in effectiveness evaluations. Indeed, it may
be that there has been a tendency in such work
to conclude that a particular impact occurred on
the basis of a particular program design feature,
simply because that was the assumption from the
outset of the evaluation (i.e., rather than investi-
gating the variety of plausible factors that might
have contributed to observed outcomes of the
program experience). Whether effectiveness eval-

uations of this sort legitimately can be considered
program evaluations, versusmore or less controlled
experimental research and hypothesis testing, is
a question in need of further consideration.

Language Teacher Evaluation

A final area of considerable related attention
has been the evaluation of language teachers
for various purposes, including certification, the
improvement of teacher training programs, and
individualized formation. Of course, language
teachers do not constitute language programs,
and the reasons, approaches, and methods for
teacher evaluation are somewhat distinct from
those adopted for broader program evaluations.
Nevertheless, teachers are important elements of
programs (in many cases probably the most im-
portant elements), hence their evaluation may
play a role in our thinking about program evalua-
tion. For example, Burden (2008) considers the
implementation of externally mandated evalua-
tions of English language teachers by students at
the end of semester in Japanese schools, iden-
tifying numerous problems with the process, in-
cluding credibility of students’ perspectives and
understandings regarding teaching, lack of buy-
in by teachers, and lack of formative follow-
through procedures (see also Sundquist &Neary–
Sundquist, 2008). These concerns, of course, go
to the heart of thinking about the utility and
ethics of any evaluation procedure, suggesting
that teacher evaluation might also benefit from
consideration of the fundamental principles of
program evaluation. Other language teacher eval-
uation work has focused on teacher certification
programs (e.g., Carstens–Wickham, 2008; Pea-
cock, 2009) and the role played by teacher beliefs
in program delivery (e.g., Martinez & Sanz, 2008).
Finally, Coombe et al. (2007) provide a com-
pendiumof recommended practices, case studies,
and reflections on the evaluation of English lan-
guage teachers.

THE FUTURE OF LANGUAGE PROGRAM
EVALUATION: INNOVATIONS AND
CHALLENGES

While many of the current trends in language
program evaluation will persist, much remains to
be accomplished in realizing the value of evalu-
ation within applied linguistics. The immediate
future will see a sustained focus on responding
to the kinds of evaluation mandates that charac-
terize the contemporary era (e.g., accountability,
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outcomes assessment) to be sure, yet there is rea-
son to believe that the groundswell of program-
internal evaluation ownership, formative orienta-
tion, and emphasis on utility will continue to grow
(for some examples, see Norris & Mills, 2014).
Language program evaluation practice may also
evolve in new directions. Some developments in
mainstream evaluation models and methods have
yet to gain purchase in the language fields, while
evolving characteristics of language programs
themselves may demand new ways of enacting
evaluation. At the same time, key tensions, con-
straints, and other challenges will determine the
extent to which language program evaluation be-
comes a core contributor within applied linguis-
tics or remains a relatively marginalized endeavor.

Potential Innovations in Language Program
Evaluation

Innovations in language program evaluation
are likely to be driven by both (a) adoption and
adaptation of heuristics and methods from other
domains of evaluation practice, and more likely
(b) needs for new ways of engaging in evalua-
tion that respond to the changing nature of lan-
guage programs and our understandings about
language learning, learners, and teaching. Here,
a handful of likely innovations are considered.

Logic Models and Theory Testing. While there
has been sustained interest over many years in the
possibility of testing theories of language learning
and education (e.g., Prabhu, 1987), in an attempt
to support or falsify core ideas, it was also deter-
mined early on by language program evaluators
(e.g., Beretta, 1992a) that methods-comparisons
and related experimental approaches typically re-
vealed very little about whether a particular theory
of instructed language learning was actually be-
ing delivered, was not unduly influenced by other
factors of the educational (or extracurricular) set-
ting, was in fact causally leading to measured out-
comes, and so on. Perhaps the major challenge to
theory testing within a field like language educa-
tion is the fundamental lack of a theory of practice
or change in the first place.2 Ralph Tyler (1948),
one of the foremost proponents of rational design
and objectives setting in mainstream education,
even commented on this state of affairs in theMLJ
well over a half century ago in reference to early
evaluations of foreign language teachingmethods
in the United States:

The kinds of students to be taught, the ends to be
attained, the psychological nature of language learn-
ing, the conditions under which effective learning

takes place, the requisites of effective organization
of learning experiences were either unstated or were
largely expressed in unique terms making compari-
son impossible. (p. 560)

His comments are telling in their sustained rel-
evance to models of language education today.
Thus, while hypotheses and theories related to
diverse aspects of instructed language learning
abound, as yet none describes the detailed causal,
interactive, and moderating relationships among
the variety of factors that conspire to bring about
language learning in a certain way and with spe-
cific resulting outcomes. Program logic models
(e.g., Funnell & Rogers, 2011) may be particularly
helpful in this regard, if developed by language
educational experts and communities of practi-
tioners. A logic model outlines the program’s the-
ory of change by spelling out the critical assump-
tions that define all identifiable components of
a program, typically including: (a) the needs to
which a program responds, characteristics of the
setting, and the priorities targeted, (b) the the-
ory of change or development that informs all
aspects of instruction, including scope and se-
quence, pedagogic activities, assessments, and so
on, (c) the inputs provided, including various
resources like teachers and materials and physi-
cal space, (d) the outputs or activities and par-
ticipants that constitute the delivery of the pro-
gram, in other words what is supposed to happen
with whomas something like teaching ensues, and
(e) the short-, medium-, and long-term outcomes
that are intended to result from program delivery,
such as learner engagement and uptake, develop-
ment of knowledge and abilities, changes in in-
dividual life prospects and/or social conditions,
and so on. Given an adequately specified pro-
gram logic model, it may then be possible to set
about collecting evidence regarding not only (a)
whether the program actually achieves targeted
outcomes, but more importantly (b) whether all
dimensions of the model are realized and imple-
mented as intended, (c) which factors in partic-
ular may be moderating outcomes achievement
(including possibly factors external to the pro-
gram per se), and (d) whether or not the model
as a complex, interactive whole is viable.

Logic models of this sort are, to date, virtu-
ally nonexistent in language education or applied
linguistics, and they certainly have not been uti-
lized as a means for fully testing a program’s
theory of change about language teaching and
learning.3 Ross (2009) provides a useful extended
description of a hypothetical language program
logic model and how it might be implemented to
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both develop and then test a theory of language
learning, and particularly the factors that may
constrain language learning, within a given in-
structional setting. Perhaps the only publicly avail-
able logic model of a functioning language pro-
gram is that of the Language Instruction for New-
comers to Canada (LINC) program (Government
of Canada, 2004). For this federally funded initia-
tive, a series of detailed logic models was devel-
oped to outline the core components and expec-
tations, from activities to outcomes, for each of
three interconnected programs: language assess-
ment, language training, and delivery assistance.
The logic model was then utilized as a frame-
work for informing the evaluation of the LINC
program with a particular focus on its need and
rationale, delivery, and effectiveness/efficiency.
Rather than serving as a ‘test’ of the program the-
ory, though, themodel provided a comprehensive
basis for initial monitoring of all of the different
dimensions of the program to ensure accountabil-
ity and highlight directions for improvement.
The potential of program logic models for

advancing language education and related en-
deavors is tremendous, in that—if developed
by language educational experts, practitioners,
and other insiders (i.e., versus external ‘logic
model’ experts)—they would lay bare the ratio-
nales, activities, and implicit theories that con-
stitute language programs and thereby render
them amenable to empirical confirmation (or re-
jection). Of course, doing so may be particularly
threatening to language teachers, curriculum de-
velopers, materials designers, and program ad-
ministrators, as it opens up the real possibility that
they are simply not functioning with any kind of
program logic inmind, never mind the likelihood
that expectations for how programs are function-
ing will not meet observable realities. One do-
main of theory and practice within language ed-
ucation, task-based language teaching (TBLT),
does exhibit many of the necessary conditions for
taking the next step to logic model development
and evaluation. TBLT, in its fullest realization (By-
gate, Norris, & Van den Branden, 2015), is built
upon the explicit connections between learners’
needs and the identification of valuable target lan-
guage tasks, the use of pedagogical cycles that
are related to those tasks and follow carefully de-
signed instructional sequences, the capacities of
teachers to engage in quite specific instructional
activities, the use of authentic materials, and the
assessment of learners’ outcomes in terms of lan-
guage performance on target tasks. While testing
a ‘theory’ of TBLT may not be an appropriate use
of evaluation at this point (though see initial ef-

forts in, e.g., González–Lloret & Nielson, 2014;
Van den Branden, 2006), it is quite possible that
TBLT program logic modeling could help to ad-
vance endeavors within that field, especially by re-
quiring clarity in assumptions regarding the deliv-
ery of TBLT in specific educational settings, and
it might also enable a more comprehensive eval-
uation along the lines of that demonstrated with
the LINC program.

Assessment Validity Evaluation. Practices in the
validation of language assessments have devel-
oped rapidly over the past decade, with Kane’s
(2006) argument-based validity approach gaining
particular prominence among language testers
(e.g., Chapelle, Enright, & Jamieson, 2008). How-
ever, according to Kane (2001) himself, “valida-
tion of decision procedures has always depended
on the evaluation of the consequences of the de-
cisions” (p. 339, my emphasis). Indeed, there is a
substantial line of thought within educational as-
sessment that has linked program evaluation with
test validation, as statedmost directly by Cronbach
(1988): “Validation of a test or test use is evalua-
tion (. . .) so I propose here to extend to all test-
ing the lessons from program evaluation” (p. 4,
his emphasis). In language assessment, much as
in mainstream educational assessment, this idea
has yet to be fully realized. While greater atten-
tion has been paid in recent years to the uses
of language assessments, the interpretations im-
plied by distinct uses, and the consequences that
ensue from particular approaches to assessment
(e.g., Bachman, 2005), to date, argument-based
validation and attendant validity evaluation prac-
tices remain focused primarily on assessment in-
struments themselves and on construct interpre-
tations (even those implied in uses) while falling
short of other dimensions of language assessment
that have more to do with the roles they play and
the effects they have in educational and social
programs.
However, there may be considerable promise

in the further exploration of an explicitly pro-
gram evaluative approach to validation as a way of
understanding, judging, and improving the value
of assessments in actual use—and as opposed to
the more typical practice of ‘validating’ an assess-
ment as a trustworthymeasure of a given construct
(never mind how it is used) or even the much im-
proved practice of investigating validity as a series
of inferential links from instrument to interpreta-
tion to use. The basic starting point in a program
evaluative approach to assessment validity eval-
uation is the reconceptualization of assessments
as programs, not instruments, with all of the
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attendant elements of programs (i.e., assessments
respond to specific needs, they are designed ac-
cording to some kind of logic, they require re-
sources and inputs, they are enacted by people,
they produce outputs and outcomes, and their
use has consequences for individuals and pro-
grams). Just as with the evaluation of other kinds
of programs, evaluation of assessments would pro-
ceed on the basis of identifying the intended uses
and users of the evaluation (why are we evalu-
ating validity in the first place?), the prioritiza-
tion of evaluation questions that are relevant at
particular points in time (e.g., for developing as-
sessments, for improving assessments, for deter-
mining the impact of assessments, for terminat-
ing assessments?), the collection of fitting data,
and the resulting use of findings to inform deci-
sions and actions related to the assessment pro-
gram. To date, the only comprehensive example
of programmatic validity evaluation in language
assessment has been Norris’s (2008) multiyear in-
vestigation into the development, implementa-
tion, and impact of a German language place-
ment exam. According to Norris (2008), “the shift
to validity evaluation seeks to transform validation
into a worthwhile and relevant endeavor by mak-
ing its purposes explicit and by contextualizing
its use within a specific community with clearly
defined interests in a particular assessment pro-
gram” (p. 75). It may well be that this use of pro-
gram evaluation applied to assessments will gain
purchase in particular at the local level, that is, as
language educators within programs seek a frame-
work for inquiring into the design, use, and im-
pact of assessments within their classes, programs,
and institutions. Whether larger-scale, standard-
ized assessments will also benefit from an explic-
itly program evaluative approach to validation re-
mains to be explored as well.

Technology, Big Data, and Evaluation. The
rapid rise of large-scale, distributed, open-access
learning in the form of technology-mediated
education models and platforms (e.g., Massive
Open Online Courses, or MOOCs) is suggestive
of certain directions for language program eval-
uation, though to date it is uncertain to what
degree language education will fully participate
in this movement (Godwin–Jones, 2014). An as-
sociated development has been the advent of ‘big
data analytics,’ or the tools and methods used for
making sense of the massive amounts of data gen-
erated by social media, including internet-based
education. Indeed, it has been speculated that, as
education and other social programs are increas-
ingly technology-mediated—which implies the

automated capture and archiving of all associated
data—our understandings of the possibilities,
frameworks, and methods for evaluation of the
same will be fundamentally changed (Few, 2012;
Means, 2014). Differencesmay include: (a) the re-
envisioning of programs, in terms of scope, partic-
ipation, and design (i.e., as they are distributed via
the internet to very large numbers of stakehold-
ers), (b) the availability of large amounts of data,
persistently collected, and on demand (i.e., as
opposed to traditional assumptions regarding the
expense and difficulty of collecting data), (c) the
rapid turnaround in impact assessment (i.e.,
the possibility of capturing certain effects of
interventions immediately, based on tracking of
participants’ next actions), and (d) the shift in
evaluation focus away from reflection on quality
and effectiveness and toward prediction of how
participants will respond and what they will do as
a result.

While it may be as yet premature to conceive of
‘big data’ evaluation related to online language
education, a few examples point in possible direc-
tions. Data mining of large and rich samples of
language learning activities and outcomes is one
clear possibility. Thus, for example, Bloomfield
et al. (2014) describe the analysis of some 800 lan-
guage learners for whom not only language profi-
ciency test scores in the four skills were collected
over substantial periods of time, but also several
other sources of information regarding length of
study, participation in formal instruction, and so
on. Using latent growth and event history anal-
ysis techniques, they were able to identify rela-
tively clear relationships among these variables
and both the development and attrition of lan-
guage proficiency. In another example, Ecke and
Ganz (2014) show how tracking of student enroll-
ments, preferences, career trajectories, and insti-
tutional data over time allows for insights to be
gained into program-external factors that may in-
fluence a language program’s viability. While nei-
ther of these examples reflect online language
education per se, they both point to the analytic
evaluation activities that might benefit from the
kinds of ‘big data’ easily accessible in technology-
mediated settings.

A second dimension of technology-mediated
language education will imply other expectations
for language program evaluation. Beyond big
data through large numbers of participants, the
fundamental shift toward computer-based, on-
line, and other technological affordances suggests
that the nature of language teaching and learn-
ing will itself be transformed into distinct de-
livery models and participation patterns. What
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language programs look like in virtual worlds,
social media environments, telecollaboration ap-
proaches, fully computer-automated courses, and
so on, will differ in ways that are as yet not fully
comprehended. To be sure, the ways in which lan-
guage teachers and learners engage with these dis-
tinct spaces and practices of language learning
will be the subject of program evaluation (e.g.,
Cai & Zhu, 2012; Gallardo del Puerto & Gamboa,
2009; Ma, 2008), if only to establish a baseline for
what is possible and what really does not work
(technologically and pedagogically speaking).
More comprehensive evaluations of the design
and delivery of particular models of education
via technological platforms and/or media have
been pursued infrequently as yet (Hill & Tschudi,
2008), perhaps because the technological capabil-
ities themselves are developing and changing so
rapidly. While a handful of evaluations have been
conducted on popular computer-based learning
packages, such as Rosetta Stone, the results have
differed so dramatically that it is unclear what to
make of them (e.g., Rockman et al., 2009, ver-
sus Nielson & Doughty, 2008). In the end, what is
perhaps most certain is that (a) evaluation is cur-
rently lacking in the midst of rapid (rabid?) inno-
vation and deployment of technology-mediated
language courses and programs, and (b) evalua-
tion is sorely required in order to sort out basic is-
sues related to the need for such programs, their
theories of change and associated pedagogical de-
signs, their delivery and other aspects of their re-
alization (including technological capabilities re-
quired of participants and technological demands
on computing power of various applications), and
their outcomes in terms of language learning and
other achievements.

Transformative Evaluation. In response to
arguments that program evaluation replicates
power inequalities and serves to uphold political
or social hegemonies, mainstream evaluation has
developed a host of practices collectively referred
to as ‘transformative evaluation’ (Mertens, 2009).
While most evaluation models today incorporate
participation and collaboration by key stake-
holders as a fundamental principle, program
evaluation is considered transformative to the
extent that it adopts an explicit social justice
agenda as an overarching dimension of its con-
duct. Popular versions that have experienced
considerable uptake in various sectors (including
in particular evaluations conducted for transna-
tional human rights organizations like UNESCO)
include empowerment evaluation (Fetterman,
Kaftarian, & Wandersman, 2014), which empha-

sizes capacity development of program actors
for social change, and deliberative democratic
evaluation (House, 2005), which involves the can-
vassing of all relevant perspectives, facilitation of
dialogue among stakeholders, and extended
deliberation about the meaning of evaluation
findings. Fundamentally, all transformative
evaluations utilize methodologies for eliciting,
showcasing, and acting upon the voices of disem-
powered or otherwise marginalized stakeholders,
balancing the weight afforded to distinct groups
in decision-making processes, and otherwise
encouraging social change via evaluation.
Although a social justice approach aligns

well with contemporary orientations in applied
linguistics (e.g., critical applied linguistics, the
multilingual turn, language identity research),
there have been very few examples to date of
transformative language program evaluation.
Occasionally, mainstream evaluators have un-
dertaken transformative projects in relation to
language minority populations. Thus, for ex-
ample, House (2004) adopted a deliberative
democratic approach in the evaluation of court-
ordered English language programs for Spanish-
speaking students in the Colorado public school
system, and Mertens et al. (2010) engaged in
transformative evaluation of teacher preparation
programs for deaf students. One very recent ex-
ample of transformative evaluation at work within
language education is more suggestive of the
possibilities, though. Zannirato (2014) adopted
an empowerment evaluation approach in seeking
to illuminate the problems and conflicts inherent
in two-tiered (i.e., consisting of tenure-track
and non-tenure-track faculty) foreign language
departments in U.S. universities. In particular,
his work gave voice to the perspectives of typically
disempowered non-tenure-line language faculty,
and it indicated clearly the extent to which these
groups experienced greater perceived conflict
and less control in relation to their professional
lives. Zannirato ended this important work by
suggesting an action plan for building toward
change at the individual, departmental, and
national level, thereby taking the social justice
agenda full circle. Whether these kinds of trans-
formative practices will become more prevalent
in language program evaluation will depend to
considerable extent on whether applied linguists
and language educators are exposed to and re-
ceive training in such ideas. To be sure, there are
many opportunities for good to be done through
transformative evaluation in application to the sit-
uations of language teachers, language learners,
and language minority populations worldwide.
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Meta-Evaluation. A final area of likely de-
velopment in the future of language program
evaluation has to do with the practice(s) of
meta-evaluation. In its original interpretation
(e.g., Scriven, 1969; Stufflebeam, 1973), meta-
evaluation was intended to imply the evaluation
of evaluation itself—in other words, it involved
the use of evaluation methods for judging and
improving the quality and effectiveness of spe-
cific program evaluations, models, and methods.
In this sense, meta-evaluation is a sort of vali-
dation procedure that helps to ensure the trust-
worthiness and utility of evaluation in practice,
and the mainstream evaluation community has
fully embraced this notion, creating guidelines
for meta-evaluation (Stufflebeam, 1999), incor-
porating recommendations for meta-evaluation
into professional program evaluation standards
(Yarbrough et al., 2011), and engaging in numer-
ous examples of meta-evaluation across diverse
fields of evaluation work (e.g., Sánchez–Meca,
1997). To date, meta-evaluations of language pro-
gram evaluation have not been undertaken, due
very likely to a lack of available models specific to
language program evaluation, the minimal accu-
mulation of published reports on language pro-
gram evaluation, and the still emergent status of
the endeavor. Nevertheless, it may be that the
meta-evaluation of a few prominent examples of
evaluation in relation to language education or so-
cial programs would provide a much needed im-
petus for clarifying and improving what we do.

A second interpretation of meta-evaluation is
the application of meta-analytic techniques to
the synthesis of findings from evaluation reports.
In brief, meta-analysis involves the review of all
available accumulated research on a given topic
and the use of various statistical and logical tech-
niques to identify the average effects, key moder-
ating variables, and other dimensions of findings
as these have emerged across numerous primary
studies (see Norris, 2012). In meta-evaluation,
these techniques are applied to domains where
numerous program evaluation reports have ac-
cumulated, such that answers about ‘what works’
in terms of program effectiveness (for example)
may be reliably determined. Again, within ap-
plied linguistics, there are very few domains of
practice where program evaluations are common,
never mind published. One exception is the con-
siderable accumulation of evaluations that have
focused on the effectiveness of different mod-
els of language and academic education for lin-
guistic minority students in the United States.
Consequently, a handful of meta-evaluations have
emerged, perhaps the most representative of

which is that by Rolstad, Mahoney, and Glass
(2005). Their work endeavored to synthesize
findings of evaluations that examined the effec-
tiveness of bilingual transition programs versus
English-only immersion programs, and they were
able to show convincingly that Spanish-speaking
students who experienced bilingual education
benefited considerably more than their counter-
parts in English-only programs, both in linguis-
tic and academic development. The application
of meta-evaluation in other domains of applied
linguistics and language education will depend,
most obviously, on the accumulation of published
program evaluation reports as well as the de-
velopment of meta-analytic capacities within the
field.

Challenges to Realizing the Potential of Language
Program Evaluation

The potential of language program evaluation
to contribute along the lines outlined previously
will depend at least in part on whether and
how several challenges are resolved. Prominent
among these are the lack of training in program
evaluation available to or pursued by applied lin-
guists and language educators, ambiguity regard-
ing language program evaluation as a scholarly
endeavor (and concomitant challenges for dis-
semination), and several tensions internal to the
conduct of language program evaluation that will
define how it is perceived and utilized into the
future.

Challenges for a Scholarship of Language Program
Evaluation. A cursory look at major graduate
(a.k.a. postgraduate) training programs in ap-
plied linguistics and language education world-
wide reveals the plain fact that almost none of
them offers the opportunity for students to de-
velop knowledge and abilities in language pro-
gram evaluation. Free-standing classes devoted
to language program evaluation per se can be
counted on one hand, and it is rare that space is af-
forded in most MA or PhD programs for students
to seek out program evaluation coursework from
other disciplines. Furthermore, although much
would be gained by training in evaluation from
outside of the applied linguistics field, it is also the
case that many of the issues core to the effective
practice of language programevaluation probably
would not be addressed in such classes (e.g., the
nature and complexity of student learning out-
comes within language education; the logic and
theory of language learning programs; the types
of data collection methods appropriate for use
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with language learners and other stakeholders,
including in particular language assessments for
diverse skills, competencies, and dispositions; and
so on). What is perhaps of most concern, though,
is the reality that program evaluation is simply not
on the map from the perspective of applied lin-
guistics. In a recent survey of applied linguists in
the United States conducted by the Center for
Applied Linguistics, Malone and Donovan (2014)
found no indication that language program eval-
uation was considered an important competence
for scholars, nor was it perceived to be a neces-
sary component in graduate training. Without ba-
sic training in, or even awareness of, language
program evaluation, it is doubtful that applied
linguists or language educators are prepared to
either respond to mounting demands for eval-
uation in relation to language programs or to
take advantage of the considerable potential that
innovations in evaluation may have to offer.
A closely related concern is the ambiguous

scholarly status afforded language program evalu-
ation within applied linguistics and language ed-
ucation. Perhaps most indicative here are the lim-
ited opportunities for dissemination of evaluation
work, either in the form of conference presenta-
tions or publications. In terms of presenting at ref-
ereed conferences, on the one hand, it is typical
for ‘evaluation’ to be listed as part of a research
strand or emphasis atmost applied linguistics con-
ferences. For example, the International Associa-
tion of Applied Linguistics, AILA, included the re-
search strand ‘Language Evaluation, Assessment,
and Testing’ at its 2014 triennial congress, and the
U.S.-based American Association for Applied Lin-
guistics (AAAL) conference regularly includes a
strand for ‘Assessment and Evaluation.’ Similarly,
the annual convention of the American Council
on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL)
features an ‘Assessment’ strand, which includes
‘evaluation’ as a possible presentation focus. Typ-
ically, however, presentations on language pro-
gram evaluation are rare or nonexistent at any of
these conferences. Indeed, when the term evalu-
ation appears in a paper title or abstract, it much
more frequently implies assessment (as in teacher
‘evaluation’ of student writing), not program eval-
uation. This common confound in terminology,
moreover, is likely reflective of the orientations
and interpretations of reviewers selected for such
strands; they are no doubt baffled by receiving
proposals for program evaluation presentations
when they are focused on reviewing the much
more typical assessment and testing proposals.
Regardless, the bottom line is that presentations
on language program evaluation at major confer-

ences are scant; for example, the AAAL 2014 con-
ference featured a single presentation addressing
a program evaluation topic, and at the ACTFL
2014 conference, 8 out of 802 presentations could
be considered to have addressed some aspect of
program evaluation to some degree.
Scholarly publishing on language program

evaluation faces similar challenges.4 Publications
about the topic appear rarely in applied linguis-
tics and language education journals, and total
book-length monographs and edited collections
published since the 1980s number in the low
teens. A quick review of the Foreign Language
Program Evaluation Project5 annotated bibliogra-
phy shows that, in that database, some 143 publi-
cations related specifically to language program
evaluation appeared between 1978 and 2012, for
around four total publications per year, many of
which were methodological guides or commen-
taries rather than substantive reports. Of course,
there are multiple reasons for such low publica-
tion rates. First, some program evaluationsmay be
associated with sensitive findings and high-stakes
implications that are unavoidably connected with
a particular institution and group of individuals
(so, the possibility of anonymity is ruled out, and
university Institutional Review Boards may not
know what to make of this situation). Frequently,
such evaluation reports take the form of confiden-
tial technical reports provided to intended users
and implicated stakeholders only, so public dis-
semination is ruled out.
Second, and more troubling, program evalua-

tions per se (never mind program evaluation en-
deavors themselves serving as a focus of research)
do not fit easily into either the explicitly theoret-
ical research orientations or the typical research
report formats of refereed journals in applied lin-
guistics. Where evaluations are largely emergent
and evolving over time, mixed-methodological,
and relatively agnostic to theory (beyond local
curricular theory or program logic), most applied
linguistics journals explicitly prioritize the pub-
lication of theory-driven empirical research that
adopts the constrained features andmethodologi-
cal expectations typical of established epistemolo-
gies and associated reporting genres. Indeed,
some journals, like the Modern Language Journal,
actively dissuade contributors from submitting
work of the very sort that program evaluations
typically embrace. Thus, the author guidelines
of the MLJ emphasize on the one hand that arti-
cles should be driven by theory: “Irrespective of
methodological orientation, authors should posi-
tion their study within a theoretical framework.”
They also cast a highly dubious light on some
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of the empirical methodologies most typical of
evaluations: “Purely Questionnaire and Interview-
based studies tend not to advance theoretical and
empirical knowledge in any appreciable way. In
general, such submissions are discouraged” (Mod-
ern Language Journal, 2013). Last, there are no ap-
plied linguistics journals that explicitly encourage
or regularly publish work on language program
evaluation. In fact, no single applied linguistics
journal even mentions program evaluation within
the scope of their publishing purviews, though
perhaps the one that comes closest is Language
Teaching Research, where some 10 articles (includ-
ing one special issue) have been published on
language program evaluation since 2009.6

Tensions Inherent in Language Program Evaluation.
A final set of challenges for the future of language
program evaluation has to do with tensions inher-
ent in the purpose and conduct of evaluations,
a few of which are considered here. One major
tension involves who is responsible for evaluation
and what happens as a result. On the one hand,
when evaluation is pursued internally by program
stakeholders themselves, considerable awareness-
raising and development may ensue as the
realities of programs are illuminated by empirical
findings and as individuals and groups are encour-
aged/required to take joint actions in response
(e.g., Cachey, 2014; Grau Sempere et al., 2009;
Yang, 2009). At the same time, these internal
evaluations will inevitably be called into question
in terms of supposed subjectivity, with external
evaluation and standardized measurement of out-
comes proposed in their stead. Key to resolving
this tension is the determination of intended uses
for evaluation and the ultimate consequences or
impact sought. In language programs, where the
goal is improvement of practice and accountabil-
ity, a solid case is beginning to emerge in favor of
primarily internal evaluation (Davis et al., 2009),
in that it seems to enable those responsible for
programs to pursue needed change and inno-
vation rather than repressing their abilities to
do so. Nevertheless, the need to communicate
beyond the boundaries of a program to other
interested constituents (e.g., funders, the public)
is common, and doing so will require a balance to
be struck in terms of the information demands of
various program-external versus -internal users.

A second tension has to do with the possibility
that language program evaluation is a culturally
biased undertaking, reflecting in particular the
values of modern Western societies (Kawakami
et al., 2008; Mertens &Wilson, 2012). Indeed, the

practices of questioning how and how well pro-
grams and individuals are functioning, gathering
data in transparent and public ways, and sug-
gesting improvements or making decisions about
the future of programs, are all activities that may
be at best uncommon and at worst antithetical
to what is considered appropriate conduct in
certain cultures. For language program evalua-
tors, these concerns are of particular importance,
given the inextricably cultural dimensions of
language learning and use. Interestingly, the
mainstream program evaluation community has
actively addressed the issue of cultural bias in its
models and methods as well as the need for cul-
tural competence of practicing evaluators. The
“Cultural Reading” of the Program Evaluation
Standards (AEA, 2011) provides thoughtful rec-
ommendations for culturally sensitive practices,
where culture is defined according to individual
or group distinctions by “race, ethnicity, gender,
age, sexual orientation, social class, disability,
language, and educational level or disciplinary
background” (n.p.).

It is also important to note that the Interna-
tional Organization for Cooperation in Evalu-
ation lists current membership from national
evaluation associations in 105 countries world-
wide, suggesting that program evaluation is a
common enough practice across many regions
and cultures to support the creation of profes-
sional organizations. One such organization, for
example, is the Kaupapa Māori, responsible for
evaluation in relation to public programs for the
Māori people in New Zealand. Their approach
to program evaluation is instructive: On the one
hand, they assert the fundamental value of their
cultural (and linguistic) practices in defining
and sustaining a Māori place in the world, yet
they also embrace fundamental evaluation values
like systematic data collection, evidence-based
deliberation, and rational decisionmaking for im-
provement. Key to enacting appropriate program
evaluation is participation and collaboration by
Māori stakeholders, the use of indigenous meth-
ods for data collection, the persistent viewing
and interpreting of issues and findings from a
Māori point of view (and in comparison with
other points of view), and the realization that
interacting with other cultural communities and
external agencies is a reality that can be shaped
by participation in (and ownership of) evaluation
(Kawakami et al., 2008; Pipi et al., 2003). Their
example is indicative of the possibilities for engag-
ing in useful evaluation that is at once pursuant of
the core values of evaluation and simultaneously
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imbued with culture-specificmeaning, ethics, and
acceptance.

CONCLUSION

In closing, a final tension may serve to summa-
rize the status quo and future potential of lan-
guage program evaluation. Evaluation is consid-
ered by some to be a means for determining what
works, for understanding program effectiveness
and impact, and for making decisions about the
distribution of resources. That is, evaluation is
fundamentally a science that examines and in-
terprets the delivery of theoretical (e.g., policy)
ideas as they are realized in holistic, program-
matic practices. The job of evaluation in this sense
is to uncover the truth about programs. A dis-
tinct perspective on evaluation is that it entails
a process for helping individuals and groups un-
derstand and improve their efforts at address-
ing some kind of a societal need through the
provision of intentionally designed services in
the form of programs. Here, evaluation empha-
sizes participation by program stakeholders, the
articulation of data to their information needs,
awareness-raising and learning about program
practices, and enabling change through the em-
pirical lens of evaluation findings. In this sense,
evaluation is much less about discovering truths
regarding which or whether programs work than
it is focused on the pragmatic endeavor of crafting
and refining a particular, sought-after program
reality.
Language program evaluations may pursue

either or both of these ends. What is crucial
is not that one or the other is decided to be
the most appropriate way of doing evaluation;
rather, it is realizing that program evaluation
may be undertaken for a variety of legitimate
purposes, that those purposes must be identified
and made transparent to all involved, and that
fitting methodologies be articulated to meeting
the corresponding information needs. The real
contribution of program evaluation in applied
linguistics—what we can learn from mainstream
evaluation practice—may be that it helps us to
both understand our theories and ideas as they
are applied in action, and to facilitate their appli-
cation by real individuals and groups in ways that
are meaningful, practical, and useful in the first
place. Furthermore, to the extent that applied
linguistics really is an applied (versus ‘basic’)
science focused primarily on “dealing with prac-
tical problems of language and communication”
(AILA mission statement), it may be that there
is a unique and important niche to be filled by

language program evaluation, above and beyond
the adoption of helpful practices from the evalu-
ation mainstream. Language program evaluation
may also provide a much needed and heretofore
missing epistemological space to applied linguists
for deliberating, understanding, and (critically)
acting upon the specific problems of language
learning and use, as we go about crafting inten-
tional and ethical responses to them in the form
of educational and social programs.
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NOTES

1 A first, major contribution of evaluation-like prac-
tice in language education might be attributed to the
Modern Foreign Languages Study of the American and
Canadian Committees on Foreign Languages (Cole-
man, 1929), which sponsored a variety of investigations
into language teaching and learning, with the goal of in-
forming best practices. However, systematic principles of
evaluation were not pursued in this project, nor was lan-
guage education considered from a programmatic (i.e.,
designed, comprehensive) perspective.

2 Indeed, one reviewer pointed out that theories of
second language acquisition have yet to provide ade-
quate accounts of the full scope of second language de-
velopment across diverse skills and components, with-
out which it remains difficult to know what the expected
outcomes of comprehensive language education pro-
grams ought to look like over reasonable sequences of
instruction.

3 At least in part, this state of affairs can be attributed
to relative agnosticism on the part of theoreticians of
second language acquisition, and associated prevailing
research paradigms, vis-à-vis the design of language ed-
ucational experiences—SLA theories are linguistic, cog-
nitive, sociocultural, or even hybridized ‘sociocognitive’
but they are never educational (e.g., Hulstijn et al.,
2014).

4 Ironically, as pointed out by one reviewer, the pub-
lic media seems much more interested in publishing
on evaluation, for example, in response to accountabil-
ity evaluation schemes such as those associated with No
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Child Left Behind in the U.S. or the National Assess-
ment Program—Literacy and Numeracy in Australia.

5 http://nflrc-archives.lll.hawaii.edu/evaluation/
biblio/biblio_all.cfm

6 To his credit, Rod Ellis, editor of Language Teaching
Research through 2014, exhibited unique and sustained
interest in publishing articles on language program eval-
uation.
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