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Reviewed by Gary Skolits

The evaluation field has been ready for a groundbreaking introductory textbook
reflecting the exciting advancement of a rapidly maturing discipline. As the
scholarly, pedagogical, and practical knowledge of evaluation advances, the need
for an inclusive, contextually relevant text has also expanded. With few excep-
tions, such as the Mertens and Wilson Program Evaluation Theory and Practice
(2018) text, many introductory evaluation texts miss the mark, requiring
instructors to incorporate multiple references to cover introductory pedagogical
and practice content. Barrington and Triana-Tremain’s creative, practical, and
pedagogically friendly text rises to the challenge. The text is contemporary, com-
prehensive, and approachable, soundly encompassing disciplinary basics along
with more nuanced and emergent perspectives of a rapidly maturing discipline.
Respecting diverse audiences, this text effectively promotes evaluator social and
cultural understanding and engagement. Accordingly, this text should have a
leading role in preparing a new, more sophisticated generation of emergent pro-
fessionals, scholars, and students on their evaluation journeys.

As this text recognizes, there is a broad, continually emerging body of
knowledge and skills that evaluators need for success in navigating the ever-
expanding expectations and requirements for successful evaluation. While, at
base, evaluation can be viewed as a systematic process for asking and answer-
ing questions, the true professional challenge has always been what occurs
between the questions asked and the answers given. This text embraces that
professional challenge in a unique and thoughtful manner, reflecting the work
of authors who are equally experienced in the classroom and implementation
in field settings.

The authors selected an interesting approach to an introductory text. The text
is divided into four parts: (a) fundamentals of evaluation, (b) evaluation and the
program life cycle, (c) evaluation methods, and (d) communication about eva-
luation, suggesting the authors’ real-world awareness and sensitivity to evalua-
tion as a profession. Three chapters are included within each part, and each
chapter provides excellent pedagogical support offerings, such as a content orga-
nizer, a spotlight-on-equity essay, a professional perspective “expert corner,” key
terms, main ideas, critical thinking questions, student challenges, and recom-
mended readings. In contrast to most texts, these pedagogical elements are well
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thought out and pedagogically crafted, helping students apply their evaluation
thinking and skills (e.g., hands-on, minds-on).

Part I (Fundamentals of Evaluation) addresses basic concepts of evalua-
tion, solidly grounding evaluation within the three pillars of Guiding Princi-
ples, Evaluation Standards, and Professional Competencies. Readers also
engage ontological and epistemological foundations of evaluation including
Alkin’s (2004) evaluation tree foundations (methods, use, values, social jus-
tice). Part I truly establishes a solid foundation for students on their evalua-
tion journey.

Part II (Evaluation and the Program Life Cycle) effectively engages readers in
program theory/logic and the range of types of evaluation and their contribu-
tions across program life cycles. The program life-cycle “clock” offers students a
solid conceptual organizer linking program life-cycle status to relevant evalua-
tion types, such as needs assessment, evaluability, implementation assessment,
assessment of outputs and outcomes, and monitoring and process evaluation, as
well as traditional total quality improvement. The authors clearly prepare the
reader for their journey in an organized, sophisticated manner.

Part IIT (Evaluation Methods) is typical of evaluation texts in coverage but
with greater attention to detail and clarity. The introductory treatment of quan-
titative designs is focused and well organized, beginning with a highly useful list
of key terms to guide readers toward understanding basic quantitative concepts.
The discussion begins with critically important considerations of credible evi-
dence and then proceeds to a range of quantitative designs and associated threats
to validity and reliability, followed by a brief discussion on data analysis, statis-
tics, and surveys. The qualitative chapter is similarly strong in basics, offering
clarity regarding the relevant paradigms, assumptions, and perspectives of
research and key qualitative traditions and research designs. The chapter
addresses trustworthiness expectations along with a readable and realistic over-
view of data analysis, coding, and reporting. Of note is the creative use of
Bloom’s taxonomy as a framework for qualitative analysis. The mixed-methods
chapter is especially strong, as it is clear, informative, and effective in helping
students quickly understand how quantitative and qualitative perspectives can
be strategically coordinated in an integrated perspective of evaluation research.
This is likely the best introduction to mixed methods currently in the literature
and will be of interest to a variety of disciplines.

Part IV (Communication about Evaluation) engages ground often not cov-
ered in introductory textbooks. This section addresses multiple communication
strategies and channels across the evaluation process, along with evaluation
management tasks ranging from team roles, and data ownership to evaluation
proposals and budgets. An important disciplinary contribution includes a dis-
cussion of the emerging “evaluators new stance”—reflecting disciplinary com-
mitment to a sustainable world, social justice, and respect for Indigenous
cultures, as well as program stakeholders and their larger, related communities.
This recognizes evaluation discipline maturity as its scholars and practitioners
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become increasingly committed to a much larger, socially responsible purpose
within their professional practice.

There are many strengths to this text, but for me, the program theory/logic
discussion, focused on hands-on practice, is particularly enlightening; readers
are taught to tap into the tremendous power and unique social change potential
of evaluation program logic. I have very few changes to suggest. I think relevant
evaluation competencies, standards, and principles should be linked to each
chapter summary: main chapter ideas and key chapter terms. I would encourage
the inclusion of one complete evaluation report as well as its associated evalua-
tion proposal and budget. Finally, I would consider expanding the initial discus-
sion of evaluation management in a separate chapter titled “Transition to Field
Practice.” Overall, this truly is a solid introductory text that will have a tremen-
dous impact on the training of evaluation scholars and practitioners for many
years to come.
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