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ABSTRACT 

 

The main thrust of this paper deals with the conceptualization of theory-driven evaluation 

pertaining to a tutor training programme.  Conceptualization of evaluation, in this case, is an 

integration between a conceptualization model as well as a theoretical framework in the form of 

activity theory.  Existing examples of frameworks of programme evaluation from the literature 

have been conjugated to yield a conceptualization model for the evaluation of the tutor training 

programme at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology in South Africa.  In order to take the 

study to a higher level of deep analysis, this paper argues for the application of activity theory in 

the research design and subsequent data collection and analysis.  Since evaluation can be a 

daunting and complex task, the adoption of theory was intended to provide a fulcrum for the study 

and therefore, this paper argues, becomes an integral part of evaluation.  In addition, the 

application of activity theory in programme evaluation has not been well explored elsewhere and 

therefore, this paper transcends this limitation by making a case for the use of activity theory in 

programme evaluation, in particular, tutor training programmes. 

 

Keywords:  Programme Evaluation; Theory-Driven Evaluation; Tutor Training Programme; Activity Theory; 

Conceptualization Model for Evaluation. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

he advantages of tutorials in improving the teaching and learning experience of tutees are well 

documented.  In the midst of the challenges faced by lecturers who have to cope with large classes, 

tutorials provide a mechanism of enhancing deep learning in small groups (Hanley (1996; Underhill 

and McDonald 2010).  Bruffee (1993) claims that tutors can engage in a conversation with tutees and provide 

support in translating the terms of the communities they are trying to enter so that they may incorporate the practices 

of that group.  Tutors themselves stand to benefit from the tutor-tutee relationship.  Tutors may learn by teaching 

(Topping 1998) while developing and enhancing communication, interpersonal and organizational skills (Falchikov 

2001).  Undoubtedly, these skills do not come naturally to tutors and therefore, tutor training programmes play a 

pivotal role in training and developing tutors.  

 

The main purpose of this paper is to propose a conceptualization model for evaluation of a tutor training 

programme as well as a theoretical framework, namely critical theory, for the design of the study.  In particular, 

second and third generation activity theory (Engeström 2001) guides the discussions of the activity systems of a 

tutor training programme.  The application of activity theory in conceptualizing the evaluation of tutor training 

programmes is sparse and therefore this paper addresses an important gap in the literature on programme evaluation. 

 

The context of the study is the Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT) in South Africa, where 

the tutor training programme  is dichotomized into a centralized and decentralized model with the former being 

managed by Fundani: Centre for Higher Education Development and the latter by the respective Faculties, in 

particular the Faculty of Engineering.  To date, a comparison of the two models at CPUT has not been undertaken. 

 

LITERATURE BACKGROUND ON TYPES OF EVALUATION STUDIES AND THEIR PURPOSES 

 

Arguably, programme evaluation poses several challenges not least of which is the complexity and 

enormous scope of the exercise.  In order to obtain a deeper insight into the purpose and types of evaluation and the 

T 
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approaches adopted by other researchers, an exploration of the relevant literature was deemed to be a good starting 

point.  A poignant question at this stage was: Why evaluate in the first place? 

 

A response to this question was sought from Patton (1997) who offers three main reasons for undertaking 

an evaluation, namely; 1) To make a judgment, 2) For improvement and 3) To generate knowledge.  Judgment-

orientated evaluations are intended to determine the effectiveness and success of the programme and to what extent 

the objectives and goals have been achieved.  Improvement-orientated evaluations are intended to establish the 

programme’s strength and weaknesses and whether the programme has been implemented properly or not, so as to 

enhance the quality of the programme.  Knowledge-orientated evaluations focus on an understanding of how 

programmes work and how people change their attitudes and behavior because of successful interventions.   

The primary focus of the evaluation described in this paper is improvement-orientated and is, therefore, formative in 

that the study seeks to determine how the tutor training programme can be improved.  Patton (1996) argues that 

evaluation should be broadly conceptualized as a knowledge-generating activity and that it is too “rich and varied” 

to be compartmentalized into a “single dichotomy”. Therefore, the secondary focus of the evaluation will be 

knowledge-orientated as part of a comparative study between the centralized and de-centralized models.   

 

Rossi and Freeman 1993 provide a three-pronged description of the types of evaluation studies (see table 1) 

which encompasses conceptualization, monitoring and effectiveness of a programme.  The evaluation study 

conceptualized within this paper encompasses all three types of evaluation illustrated in table 1. 
 

Table 1: Types Of Evaluation Studies 

Type Purpose 

Conceptualization and design of 

interventions 

Focuses on whether a programme is designed in such a way that it addresses identified 

needs adequately. 

Monitoring of programme 

implementation 

To determine whether the programme has been implemented properly and whether the 

programme provides evidence within a context of accountability. 

Assessment of programme 

effectiveness 

Establishes the degree to which a programme produces the desired outcome. 

 

Other authors such as Posavac and Carey (1992) support the monitoring of programme implementation as 

shown in table 1, by their take on “evaluation of process”.  Patton (2002), on the other hand, argues for utilization-

focused evaluation which is based on the principle that evaluation should be judged by its utility and actual use.  The 

implication for evaluators is that the evaluation process and design of any evaluation should be done with 

consideration of how everything that is done will ultimately affect use.  

 

A further investigation of the relevant literature yielded additional guidance in terms of how evaluation can 

be approached.  For example, programme evaluation approaches as synthesized by Fitzpatrick, Saners and Worthen 

(2004) are encapsulated as follows: 

 

 Objectives-orientated approach which emphasizes the explicit statement of programme goals, objectives 

and the extent to which they have been met (Tyler 1991). 

 Expertise-orientated approach is one where the evaluator relies on his/her judgment about the worth of the 

object of evaluation. 

 Participant-orientated approach places emphasis on the needs of the progamme participants. 

 Empowerment evaluation involves the participants in the evaluation process (Fetterman 2002). 

 

The different approaches show that different assumptions are made about how research on evaluation 

should be addressed (Ross 2010).  Broadly speaking, however, much of the literature on programme evaluation 

gives a general, simplistic understanding of how evaluation should be conducted.  What is required is a 

conceptualization of the evaluation study that would offer evaluators the tools for analysis.  This article draws on 

existing models to propose a conceptualization model that would be applicable for evaluation of a tutor training 

programme.  
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A CONCEPTUALIZATION MODEL FOR PROGRAMME EVALUATION 

 

Mouton and Babbie (2001) advise that evaluation requires a frame of reference in order to guide the 

collection of data and interpretation of empirical findings.  Taking cognisance of this, this paper draws on aspects of 

the following frameworks and model: 

 

 The RUFDATA framework which stands for the following elements: Reasons and purposes, Uses, Focus, 

Data and evidence, Audience, Timing and Agency (Saunders 2000). 

 Winberg’s ( 2011) levels of analysis in evaluations, namely: 1) an analysis of the conceptual core of the 

programme, 2) its design, 3) factors affecting its implementation, and 4) its outcomes. 

 Jacobs’s (2000) model for the evaluation of educational innovation. 

 

For the purposes of conceptualizing a model for the evaluation described in this paper, the aforementioned 

frameworks and model have been adapted and integrated to yield the following conceptualization model: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  A Model For The Evaluation Of The Tutor Training Programme (An Adaptation Of The Frameworks Of 

Winberg (2011), Saunders (2000) And Jacobs’s (2000) Model) 

 

 

 

 

 

Contextualization of the programme. 

1. Conceptalization of the 

programme. 

2. Implementation. 

3. Application. 

4. Maintenance. 

5. Impact. 

6. Logistics. 

7. Comparison between the two 

models. 
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evaluated. Focus. 

Research design for evaluation: Sources 
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Outcome: Dissemination of findings. 
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THEORY-DRIVEN PROGRAMME EVALUATION USING ACTIVITY THEORY 

 

The conceptualization model shown in figure 1 was framed by critical theory to render the evaluation 

theory-driven.  The advantage of applying theory in evaluations can be gleaned from the literature.  For example, 

Chen (1990) states that theory provides guidelines for analyzing a phenomenon as well as for understanding the 

significance of research findings. Programme theory also clarifies the link between the operational features of a 

programme and its effects.  An important point of departure in theory-driven evaluation is to make the programme 

theory explicit (Renger 2010).  This section of the paper attempts to achieve that through a discussion on how 

activity theory is applied in the design of an evaluation study of a tutor training programme.   

 

Activity theory proposes a very specific notion of context in that the activity itself is the context. What 

takes place in an activity system which is composed of object, actions, and operation, is the context. Context is 

created through an activity involving people and artifacts. Context is neither an outer container nor shell inside of 

which people behave in certain ways.   Rather, context is both internal to people—involving specific objects and 

goals—and, at the same time, external to people, involving artifacts, other people and specific settings (Nardi 1996). 

 

The importance of contextualization for evaluation of a programme is further portrayed in the statement 

made by Chen (1990:45): “The worthiness of a programme is difficult to judge without having information on the 

contextual and/or intervening factors that help to make that programme a success or failure”.  In addition, Ross 

(2010:489) contends that “context evaluation encompasses identifying the target population and the needs or 

problems to be addressed”.  In this paper, the historical background and context of the two models for the tutor 

training programme is an important point of departure for the evaluation study.   

 

For Engeström (2001), activity theory is underpinned by five principles: 1) The first principle is that the 

unit of activity is mediated through tools or artifacts and is object orientated, that is, focused on a  goal or purpose;  

2) The second principle is the multi-voic-edness of activity systems in that the division of labour creates different 

positions for participants; 3) The third principle refers to historicity because activity systems take shape and get 

transformed over lengthy periods of time.  For example, the history of the theoretical ideas and tools that have 

shaped the activity; 4) The fourth principle is the central role of contradictions as the point of departure for change 

and development, and 5) The fifth principle anticipates expansive learning and the dialectical resolutions of 

contradictions.  The fourth and fifth principles are the mechanisms though which activity systems transform and are 

closely aligned with the concept of “expansive learning”.  “Expansive learning activity produces culturally new 

patterns of activity” (Engeström 2001:139).  These principles have been taken into account in the design of the 

research questions for the evaluation study as discussed later in this paper. 

 

First generation activity theory was introduced by Vygotsky in response to the defects of stimulus-response 

behaviourism.  He argued that human behaviour is not simply prompted by stimuli but is mediated through artifacts 

(Bakhurst 2009).  Activity theory as developed by Engeström (1987; 1996) takes the object-oriented, tool mediated 

collective activity system as its unit of analysis, thereby bridging the divide between the subject and the societal 

structure (Daniels 2001) and therefore, second generation activity theory distinguishes between “action” and 

“activity”.  An action is conducted by an individual/group to achieve a particular goal.  An “activity” is undertaken 

by a community and has an “object” and a “motive”.  Thus, action is individual while activity is collective.   Third 

generation activity theory examines the relations between activity systems and addresses issues of representations, 

voice, emotion, identity and difference (Bakhurst 2009).   

 

This paper discusses the application of second and third generation activity theory.  Second generation 

activity theory is applied in evaluating the application of the tutor training programme;  the subject is the tutor, the 

object is enhancement of learning among tutees and the tools or artifacts are the course materials and teaching and 

learning methods (figure 2).  Kuutti (1991) explains that a key idea in activity theory is the notion of mediation by 

artifacts which carry with them a particular culture and history stretching across activities through time and space.  

The community consists of multiple individuals or subgroups who share the same general object (Engeström 2001).  

In this paper, they are the tutors, tutees, link lecturers and lecturers.  The rules are departmental policies on tutorials 

and conventions that constrain actions.   The division of labour looks at the role of each member in the community 
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of practice and refers to horizontal division of tasks between members and the vertical division of power and status 

(Engeström 2001). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.  Second Generation Activity System Showing The Components Of The Application Of Tutor Training 

 

Third generation activity theory allows people from different activity systems to work together as the object 

starts to interact; in the process expansive learning is produced (Engeström 2001).  The notions of ‘knotworking, co-

configuration and boundary crossing” are realized when activity systems interact (Avis 2009).  According to Kuutti 

(1991) activities may overlap in that different subjects engaged together in a set of coordinated actions may have 

multiple or conflicting objects.  In both the centralized and de-centralized models of the tutor-training programme, 

within the context of this paper, there is a common object, that is, training of tutors, which opens up possibilities of 

expansive learning.  The subjects are the tutor training co-ordinators while the tools are the teaching and learning 

methods and materials.  The community comprises the tutors and tutor-training co-ordinators.  The rules refer to 

policies for tutor training and the division of labour pertains to what each person is responsible for doing. 

 

For Vygotsky (1978) humans use tools to change the world and are themselves transformed through tool 

use.  The study described in this paper focuses on the transformation that takes place in the identities of the tutors as 

they shift from being students to being collaborative members of the teaching community.  Tutors have to adjust 

their identity to the new situation they find themselves in when they start to tutor students.  By developing their own 

expertise through tutor training programmes, tutors can make a difference to the learning that happens in the 

classroom. 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

An integration of the conceptualization model given in figure 1 as well as the aspects of activity theory 

discussed above was applied in compiling a framework for the evaluation study shown in table 2.  The framework 

contains a focus of the evaluation aligned with the relevant questions and the accompanying research methodology. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tools: course materials, teaching 
and learning methods. 

Object: Enhancement of 
learning among tutors. 

Subject: tutor. 

Division of labour: Who does 
what. 

Rules: Departmental policies 
on tutorials. 

Community: tutors, tutees, 
lecturers, link lecturers. 
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Table 2. Framework For Evaluation Of The Tutor Training Programmes  

Within The Centralized (Fundani:CHED) And Decentralized Models (Faculty Of Engineering). 

Focus of evaluation Research questions Research methodology 

Contextualization  What is the historical nature and comparative context of the two 

models? Why have we ended up with these models and what can 

we do to improve them? 

 

Document analysis; semi-

structured face-to-face 

interviews. 

 

Conceptualization  

 

What are the aims and objectives of the programmes in both 

models?  What is the conceptual understanding of tutor training 

within the two models? Is the programme conceptualized and 

designed in such a way that it addresses the real needs of the 

intended beneficiaries? 

 

Document analysis; 

observation of tutor training 

programmes; semi 

structured interviews. 

Implementation. Roles, 

division of labour of tutor 

training coordinators, 

link lectures and  tutors 

 

Has the programme been properly implemented and managed? 

What kind of training is being offered? What teaching and 

learning methods are adopted and what course materials are 

being used?  What tools are being used in the training and are 

they appropriate in achieving the outcome? What are the roles of 

the tutor training coordinators, tutors and link lecturers? 

 

Observation of tutor training 

programmes; semi 

structured interviews. 

Application. Roles, 

division of labour of 

tutors, tutees and 

lecturers 

How do tutors support the learning of tutees?  What are the roles 

of the tutors, tutees and lecturers? What are the relative positions 

of power between tutors, tutees and lecturers? 

 

Observation of tutorials 

facilitated by tutors.  

Interviews; self 

administered questionnaires. 

Maintenance What support (formal and non-formal) is there for tutors?  What 

systems do we have administratively and academically to support 

these tutors? 

 

Self administered 

questionnaires. 

Impact /outcome Have the outcomes been achieved? To what degree was the 

programme implemented as planned? To what degree did the 

programme accomplish its intended outcomes, that is, 

improvement in the capacity of tutors and tutees? Does the 

programme serve the target group? What is the impact of tutor 

support on the quality of tutees’ learning?   What are the 

perceptions of tutors and tutees regarding tutor training 

programmes and tutorials respectively?  

Self administered 

questionnaires. 

 

Logistical and 

administrative matters 

 

Is the necessary infrastructure in place to support programme 

implementation? Were the programme outcomes obtained in the 

most cost-efficient manner?  Are funds spent for the intended 

purpose? What are the logistical constraints of the tutor training 

programme? (For example, funding, selection and appointment 

of tutors, record keeping). 

Face-to-face interviews. 

Community of practice 

 

Who is the community that is involved in the activity system? Do 

programme coordinators, tutors, link lecturers, lecturers and 

tutees work as a team?  

Face-to-face interviews. 

Rules Is tutor training and implementation in line with policy? What is 

the academic culture within which the tutor training programme 

is implemented and applied? What are the administrative rules?  

What are the selection criteria and admission requirements for 

tutors? 

Document analysis, face-to-

face interviews. 

 

The research approach described in this study employs qualitative and quantitative methods and focuses 

predominantly on document analysis, observation, face-to-face, semi-structured interviews and the administration of 

questionnaires. 

 

Quantitative methods provide representations of outcomes that can be utilized to gage accomplishments 

against goals, standards or targets.  Qualitative data would be useful in providing rich narrative information which 

could be applied to assess phenomena that cannot be collected when quantitative methods are used (McConney and 

Maor 2009).  The triangulation of methods and data will allow for multiple perspectives of the research problem.  
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According to Kushner (2000) interviews will also help relay the narratives of key participants and would contribute 

towards personalizing the evaluation process. 

 

From the interviews, data will be recorded, transcribed and then analysed using coding, categorization and 

the identification of themes.  Interviews will allow respondents to provide clarity with respect to their responses.  

Self-administered questionnaires will be designed using a Likert scale and the data gathered will be statistically 

analysed.  Self-administered questionnaires will allow for more respondents to be involved in the study and make 

data collection relatively easy. 

 

A purposive sample will be drawn of respondents who will be involved in the study.  A research sample 

that are likely to have the necessary knowledge of tutor training and are able to reflect meaningfully on the scope of 

the study will be drawn (see Morse 1994). 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The position taken in this article is that tutor training programmes are activity systems which are object-

orientated and mediated through tools.  Within each activity system are interconnecting relationships between the 

subject, the object, tools, rules, community of practice, and division of labour (Engeström, 1999) as they relate to 

components of the tutor training programme.  In essence, within the activity system, tutors undergo transformation 

from being students to becoming members of a community within the academe.  Further, the intersection of the 

objects of third generation activity systems of both the centralized and de-centralized tutor training programmes at 

the Cape Peninsula University of Technology provides a mechanism for expansive learning (Engeström 2001) to 

emerge.  This theoretical framing has provided a basis for programme evaluation and will be employed in 

conjunction with a conceptualization model for evaluation, as part of a quality assurance initiative. 
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