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  Abstract:  Evaluator education must provide robust opportunities to support and 
assess the progressive, lifelong development of relevant knowledge and skills. If we 
wish to keep pace with the increasingly complex contexts in which evaluators oper-
ate, we need to better align our educational approaches with the global movement 
toward practice competencies guiding the profession. Key among the challenges is the 
lack of instructional guidance specifi c to a competency-based approach to evaluator 
education. In this practice note, we orient readers to the value of competency-based 
evaluation education and describe the teaching context using a systems perspective 
to examine the dynamic learning interactions and experiences. We advance four es-
sential instructional features of the competency-based approach revealed by a study 
documenting the impacts on learning and student experiences. We conclude with 
lessons learned from refl ecting upon our experiences during the development and 
implementation of a competency-based doctoral-level evaluation course to highlight 
the mutual benefi ts for learners and instructors. 

  Keywords:  competency-based learning, evaluator education, instructional guidance 

  Résumé :  La formation des évaluateurs et évaluatrices doit off rir de bonnes occasions 
d’appuyer et d’évaluer le développement progressif et continu des connaissances et des 
compétences pertinentes. Si nous voulons suivre l’évolution des contextes de plus en 
plus complexes dans lesquels les évaluateurs et évaluatrices travaillent, nous devons 
mieux centrer nos approches pédagogiques sur le mouvement mondial en faveur des 
compétences pratiques qui orientent la profession. L’un des principaux défi s à relever 
est le manque de directives pédagogiques précises liées à une approche de formation 
fondée sur les compétences. Dans cette note sur la pratique, nous sensibilisons les lect-
eurs et lectrices à la valeur de la formation en évaluation fondée sur les compétences et 
décrivons le contexte de l’enseignement en utilisant une perspective systémique pour ex-
aminer les interactions et les expériences d’apprentissage dynamiques. Nous présentons 
quatre caractéristiques pédagogiques essentielles de l’approche axée sur les compétences 
révélées par une étude documentant ses impacts sur l’apprentissage et les expériences des 
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étudiants et étudiantes. Nous concluons l’article avec les leçons tirées de la réfl exion sur 
nos expériences au cours de l’élaboration et de la mise en œuvre d’un cours d’évaluation 
axé sur les compétences (au niveau du doctorat) pour mettre en évidence les avantages 
mutuels pour les apprenants et apprenantes et les formateurs et formatrices. 

  Mots clés :  apprentissage fondé sur les compétences, formation en évaluation, direc-
tives pédagogiques 

 Global demand exists for the practice of evaluation ( Nielsen et al., 2018 ), as 
well as for eff ective pedagogical approaches supporting the personalized and 
developmental progression of relevant knowledge and skills over a lifetime as a 
professional evaluator within a changing world ( Chappell et al., 2003 ). But while 
incorporating competencies into evaluation coursework can enhance learners’ 
skills, knowledge, and abilities ( Stevahn et al., 2005 ), evaluation-specifi c instruc-
tional guidance is lacking. In this practice note, we describe the lessons we’ve 
learned in the form of four essential instructional practices, revealed by a recent 
study of learners’ experiences and outcomes during a competency-based doctoral-
level evaluation course. We conclude with details about how the study informed 
subsequent course changes and future directions for this work. 

  CONTEXTS SURROUNDING THE DEVELOPMENT AND 
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE COMPETENCY-BASED 
DOCTORAL-LEVEL EVALUATION COURSE  
 Inspired by her experiences evaluating outcomes from a competency-based assess-
ment system in medical education (e.g., Ross et al., 2009), the lead author (Poth) 
began to explore its potential in evaluation. A competency-based approach to eval-
uator education holds strong potential for addressing the need for robust opportu-
nities supportive of the personalized and developmental progression of knowledge 
and authentic application of skills. Competency-based learning is described as an 
outcomes-based approach that challenges learners to assess their abilities, demon-
strate achievement, and recognize areas for further learning ( Frank et al., 2010 ). A 
competency-based approach is intuitive because incorporating competencies into 
evaluation coursework has long been recognized as useful for enhancing evalu-
ation learners’ skills, knowledge, and abilities ( Stevahn et al., 2005 ). Th ere exists 
a global movement toward establishing competencies and professionalizing the 
evaluation profession, evidenced by the recent work of the task force of the Ameri-
can Evaluation Association and Japanese Evaluation Association, among others. It 
is important to note, however, the lack of consensus that surrounds this movement. 

 Canadian evaluators are especially well positioned to be global instructional 
pioneers because a necessary precursor to the approach—the identifi cation of 
profession-specifi c competencies—has been in place for Canadian evaluators 
since 2010. A taxonomy of essential evaluation practice competencies has the po-
tential to serve as a useful pedagogical framework for those teaching evaluation. 
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Gullickson and colleagues highlight the contribution of a common evaluation 
pedagogical framework as critical “so that all practitioners draw from a common 
pool of knowledge and embody accepted norms of conduct like principles and 
ethics, which are then communicated to groups outside the profession” ( Gul-
lickson et al.,   2019 , p. 9). Th e lead author’s experiences providing evidence of her 
evaluator competency as part of the credentialing program run by the Canadian 
Evaluation Society (CES) in 2011 spurred her initial development of a doctoral-
level, competency-based evaluation course at the University of Alberta. 

 In the years since, this course has undergone several iterations. During imple-
mentation of the fall 2018 course, we undertook a formal examination of the ex-
periences that learners attributed to their self-reported competency gains (for full 
study description see Poth et al., 2020). In the published mixed-methods study, we 
discussed seven novel insights generated by a systems-informed case-study meth-
odology. Th is unique study approach more accurately represented the complex 
learning environments that naturally infl uence evaluator education outcomes. Th e 
key instructional and institutional systems infl uences, represented in  Figure 1 , in-
cluded instructor and learner expectations, past teaching and learning experiences, 
interactions with other learners, and faculty course expectations and logistics. 
Everyone involved was infl uenced by the learning that occurred, the interactions 
with one another, and the dynamic societal and global contexts surrounding them. 
We recognized that individual learners’ prior experiences aff ect the elements of 
learning and contribute to individual diff erences in the types of connections that 
learners make with new experiences ( Knowles et al., 2012 ). One key study outcome 
involved advancing the following defi nition guiding our current work: 

 A competency-based approach for evaluator education is an approach to preparing 
evaluators for real-world practice and supporting their lifelong development as evalu-
ators organized around evaluator competencies derived from an ongoing analysis of 
societal needs. It is distinguishable by being learner-centred and focused on a time 
independent developmental learning progression of mastery (Poth et al., 2020  , p. 14).    

 DESCRIBING THE COURSE DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 
COMPRISING THE TEACHING CONTEXT 
 Designing and implementing a high-quality competency-based evaluation course 
requires alignment among course outcomes, course experiences, and course evi-
dence, as depicted in  Figure 2 . 

 Our course logistics were constrained by the schedule of 13 weekly three-
hour face-to-face classes, supplemented by online discussions and resources. Of 
particular note is the “backwards design” (e.g.,  Fink, 2013 ;  Wiggins & McTighe, 
2005 ) and “constructive alignment” ( Biggs, 2014 ) approach to planning as the 
backbone of the competency-based evaluation course. Th is involves the instruc-
tor initially identifying the course outcomes, then determining acceptable course 
evidence, and then designing course experiences to support learners’ development 
of the competencies outlined as the course outcomes. For the 2018 course iteration 
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studied in the published report (Poth et al., 2020), the instructor identifi ed 15 
competencies from the initial framework CES (2018  ) as the course outcomes, four 
summative assessments as the course evidence (evaluation design, issue examina-
tion, discussion facilitation, and competency assessment and refl ection), and four 
types of feedback-embedded instructional activities occurring in person and as 
the course experiences (large group discussions about community partnership 
development, small group review of work-in-progress for the evaluation design, 
instructor facilitation of real-world evaluation skill applications, and engagement 
with diverse perspectives through readings, guest speakers, and video links).    

 OUR REFLECTION, LESSONS LEARNED, AND FOUR ESSENTIAL 
INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES 
 Th e lessons we learned from refl ecting upon the 2018 course implementation are 
organized into four essential instructional practices for those teaching or planning 

 Figure 1  .  The complex course learning environment
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to teach evaluation using a competency-based approach. We undertook a struc-
tured refl ection of our fi ndings from the 2018 course implementation, and these 
novel understandings begin to address the dearth of information about how the 
CES competencies infl uence the design and implementation of evaluator educa-
tion in Canada ( Galport & Azzam, 2017 ). Importantly, given that the availability 
of evaluation-specifi c term-length courses within Canada ( CUEE, 2008 ) and 
beyond ( Christie et al., 2014 ) remains limited, these insights and instructional 
guidance are broadly transferable across evaluation education opportunities to 
include workshops and short courses. 

 1.  Maintain relevancy of course outcomes with competency revisions within the 
evaluation profession to keep pace with real-world practice expectations . Our 
fi ndings suggest that learners recognized the assessments as generating 
evidence of their competency gains, and the course experiences as helping 
prepare them for success on the assessments. As the course was being im-
plemented during fall 2018, the revised CES competencies were launched to 
refl ect evolutions in the fi eld. Th is highlights the need for our approaches to 
evaluator education to accommodate further revisions expected over time. 
We propose competency-based approaches that can easily accommodate 
revisions to the course outcomes and that can help learners and instructors 
stay current with the professional evaluator practice competencies neces-
sary for the dynamic contexts in which evaluators are expected to operate. 

 Figure 2  .  Key components of the competency-based evaluation course design and implementation
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 2.  Scaff old experiential learning opportunities to navigate the messiness of 
real-world evaluation practice . Over the past decade, while the course has 
undergone signifi cant changes in response to learner feedback, the cen-
tral role of experiential engagement with a community client to create an 
evaluation plan has remained. Th is experience involves rendering service 
without payment because the learner completes the evaluation design 
assignment toward course credit. Our fi ndings suggest that behind-the-
scenes support through class discussions and one-on-one instructor 
consultations provides an authentic yet supportive experience for learn-
ers working with their community clients. When learners have experi-
ences in which they are supported as they navigate dynamic interactions, 
they are better able to bridge theory and practice in their work. Th is 
refl ects and extends the well-established need for practical and hands-on 
experiences to complement more didactic approaches to developing the 
requisite complement of evaluator skills and dispositions in an applied 
fi eld (e.g.,  Chouinard et al., 2017 ;  Chelimsky, 1997 ;  Fitzpatrick, 1994 ). 
We propose that competency-based approaches can generate evidence 
of developing the complex skills necessary for real-world evaluation 
practice by assessing diff erent combinations of individual competencies 
in the assignments. 

 3.  Create opportunities for learner-centred choice to enhance engagement in 
their own evaluation learning . Our fi ndings consistently revealed the im-
portance, from the learners’ perspective, of opportunities for pursuing 
areas of personalized interest and goals. Specifi cally, learners referred 
to their choice in selecting the community partner for the evaluation 
design and defi ning an issue topic examined in another assignment as 
helping them to reach their own goals for the course. It is not surprising 
that engaging learners more actively in their own learning is benefi cial, 
and that choice helps. Th is highlights the need for learners to have 
opportunities to take responsibility for their own learning as lifelong 
professionals in realistic evaluation practice contexts involving the in-
terplay among people, program, politics, and the environment ( Alkin 
et al., 2012 ). We propose that learners direct their own learning as a key 
tenet of competency-based approaches, positioning novice evaluators 
for the lifelong learning they will be expected to engage in as evaluation 
professionals. 

 4.  Promote metacognitive practices to build learners’ awareness of their own 
learning progression . To support the elaboration of metacognition, we 
embedded self-refl ection on learners’ own competency development 
into the fi nal assignment; our fi ndings suggest that learners demon-
strated the ability to self-assess progress and identify areas for further de-
velopment. When these emerging understandings are discussed within 
established communities of practice, such as with peers and instructor in 
the course environment, all learners can benefi t. It is not surprising that 
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refl ection helps learners build awareness of their own learning. Th e theo-
retical foundations of experiential learning include the work of Dewey, 
Piaget, and Vygotsky. At the centre of this work is the use of refl ection 
and active participation to make sense of lived experiences. Dewey’s 
( 1933 ) statement that not all experience results in learning highlights the 
contribution of high-quality refl ection on course experiences. Similar to 
the work of  Chouinard et al. (2017 ), our study highlights the learning 
advantages aff orded to novice evaluations from authentic learning op-
portunities and a competency-based approach with access to ongoing 
feedback as core characteristics with the strong potential to contribute 
to refl ective practices. 

 COURSE CHANGES AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR THIS WORK 
 Based on our refl ection and informed by the formal examination of the 2018 
course implementation, we made changes to the 2019 course design and imple-
mentation that have not been discussed elsewhere. First, we adopted the revised 
2018 CES competencies to refl ect evolving practice needs and expanded the 
number of competencies identifi ed as course outcomes to 23 of the 36 Canadian 
Evaluation Competencies ( CES, 2018 ) across the fi ve evaluator practice domains 
(see  Table 1 ). We grappled with how many competencies to include as course 
outcomes and decided to categorize them as primary and complementary (see 
Appendix for list). Th is expansion of course outcomes was informed by learner-
reported developments in competencies beyond what the instructor initially 
identifi ed in the 2018 course iteration. Course design was again structured using 
“backwards design,” starting with the end in mind ( Fink, 2013 ). 

 Th e change in learner outcomes had a ripple eff ect on revisions to the course 
assessments (see  Table 2 ) and to the course experiences supporting their develop-
ment. (See Appendix for how each course assessment was designed to generate 
evidence of diff erent combinations of the individual competencies representing 
the intended course outcomes, and notice the emphasis on the competency “Uses 
self-awareness and refl ective thinking to continually improve practice” across all 
four assessments.) Th is enhanced role of refl ective practice is apparent across the 
revised assignments, including, for example, through the inclusion of an explicit 
learning plan in the initial competency assessment that also creates more explicit 
opportunities for learners to articulate their course goals and how they hope to 
achieve them. 

 A similar, expanded emphasis on the competency “Engages in reciprocal 
processes in which evaluation knowledge and expertise are shared between the 
evaluator and stakeholders to enhance evaluation capacity for all” as a primary 
course outcome refl ects a focus on scaff olding experiential learning opportunities 
to navigate the messiness of real-world practice. Th e enhanced role of scaff old-
ing is apparent across the experiences embedded within the course, for example, 
through the inclusion of feedback opportunities throughout the course on design 
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draft s from the community partner, instructor, and peers using both online and 
in-person interactions.      

 In closing, this practice note provides a glimpse into what is oft en inacces-
sible when planning, implementing, and assessing a teaching innovation, with 
insights related to four essential instructional practices for those implement-
ing a competency-based approach to evaluation education. Designing eff ective 
competency-based evaluator education requires understandings of who the learn-
ers are, how to facilitate meaningful interactions among those involved in the 
course, what practical experiences optimize individual and collective growth 
potential, and how to assess evidence of complex learning outcomes. When such 
skills are in place, both learners and instructors can benefi t from the continuing 
development and improvement of eff ective, competency-based learning environ-
ments. Our course changes refl ect our own experiences as evaluation educators 
and graduate-student supervisors and point to the essential role of contextual-
ized community experiences and engaging in refl ective practice in preparing 

  Table 1  .  Revised 2019 course outcomes adopting 2018 CES competencies.  

  CES competency 
practice domains  

  Description of CES practice domain focus    CES competencies 
(2018)  

  Total    Course 
targeted a   

 Refl ective  Knowledge of evaluation theory and 
practice; application of evaluation 
standards, guidelines, and ethics; and 
awareness of self, including refl ection 
on one’s practice and the need for 
continuous learning and professional 
growth.    

 8    3  

 Technical  Strategic, methodological, and 
interpretive decisions required to 
conduct an evaluation.    

 10   7  

 Situational  Understanding, analyzing, and attending 
to the many circumstances that make 
every evaluation unique, including 
culture, stakeholders, and context.    

 7   5  

 Management  Applying sound project management 
skills throughout the evaluation project.    

 6   3  

 Interpersonal  Social and personal skills required to 
communicate and interact eff ectively 
with all stakeholders. 

 5   5  

   36   23  

   a   Targeted  refers to identifi cation as a learner outcome during instructional design and as assessed 
by course assignments; however, additional competencies may develop. 
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evaluators for the realities experienced in the fi eld (Poth et al., 2017). We draw 
upon our combined decades of pedagogical and evaluator educator experience in 
our recent implementation study and subsequent course changes. Th is has result-
ed in crystallization of our learning, which allows us some degree of confi dence 
to elucidate the four instructional practices. We off er the following “take-away” 
messages for evaluation instructors to keep in mind in their own pedagogical 
practice when using competency-based approaches: 

 • use backward design in your planning of course outcomes, evidence, and 
activities; 

 • embed opportunities for your learners to build awareness of themselves 
and their learning through refl ective practice; 

 • facilitate reciprocal learning environments that draw upon diverse per-
spectives of those involved in your course and course materials; and 

 • create your course assessments to embed choice and measure several 
competency outcomes so that they are personalized and target more 
complex skills. 

 Competency-based approaches in evaluation off er great potential for keeping 
pace with the increasingly complex contexts in which evaluators operate and 
with the professional competency frameworks, and they encourage lifelong 
learning. We anticipate that future research will generate further evidence of the 
eff ectiveness of competency-based approaches across diverse evaluator educa-
tion contexts. 
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