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Overview

• Definitions

• Benefits to using TBE/ToC in evaluating education 
programmes

• White’s (2009) six principles for successful application 
of TBE

– Illustrated using 3 recent education evaluations

• Lessons learned / Ways to improve future evaluations



Definitions

• Theory-based evaluation
– “The root idea of TBE is that the beliefs and 

assumptions underlying an intervention can be 
expressed in terms of a phased sequence of 
causes and effects (“program theory”)

– Weiss (1997: 501)

– “examining the assumptions underlying the causal 
chain from inputs to outcomes and impact” 

- White (2009: 3)



Definitions

• A “Theory of Change” or “causal chain” maps 
out “how the intervention is expected to have 
its intended impact”. (White, 2009)



Definitions: ToC

• A “Theory of Change” or “causal chain” maps 
out “how the intervention is expected to have 
its intended impact”. (White, 2009)

Clark & Taplin (2012)



Our experience in DBE



Our experience in DBE:
Benefits of TBE/ToC

• To inform programme design

– E.g. identify weak links (great meal, eaten too late)

– Often retrospective, but can inform improvements 
to programme design

– Spillover benefits for thinking about design



Benefits of TBE/ToC:
Survey Instrument Development



Benefits of TBE/ToC:
Guiding the Analysis Plan



White’s (2009) six principles for 
successful application of TBE

• 1. Map out the causal chain (programme 
theory)

• 2. Understand context

• 3. Anticipate heterogeneity

• 4. Rigorous evaluation of impact using a 
credible counterfactual

• 5. Rigorous factual analysis

• 6. Use mixed methods



1. Map out the causal chain 
(programme theory)

Helps identify assumptions:

E.G. Learners don’t substitute 
meals at home

Helps identify possible 
unintended effects:

E.G. Time lost to teaching



1. Map out the causal chain 
(programme theory)



1. Map out the causal chain 
(programme theory)

• Limitations

– Useful tool, but not definitive

– May need to be revised after the evaluation

– Level of complexity needs to be decided



2. Understand context

• How realistic are your assumptions implicit in 
the ToC?

• In EGRS we looked at:

– Initial reading outcomes of children

– Parent educational attainment

– Frequency of support from district curriculum 
advisors

– etc



3. Anticipate heterogeneity

• Pre-Analysis Plan



3. Anticipate heterogeneity

• Pre-Analysis Plan



4. Rigorous evaluation of impact using 
a credible counterfactual

• Not only RCTs!
– “Gold standard” is quasi-experimental using 

administrative data

• RCTs and other quasi-experimental studies can 
be set up to rigorously explore mechanisms (a 
limited number though)

• Ideal is plausible counterfactual (impact) and 
detailed how and why analysis (using mixed 
methods)



4. Rigorous evaluation of impact using 
a credible counterfactual

• Grade R impact evaluation
– Impact only (with NB subgroup effects)

– Limited information for how to improve

• NSNP/FLBP/CAPS
– Good analysis of pre-conditions for likely impact

– Good recommendations for how to improve 
programme implementation

– We don’t know impact

• EGRS
– 3 levels of analysis (macro, mezzo, micro)



5. Rigorous factual analysis

• What percentage of schools served their meals 
on time?

• What percentage of parents attended parent 
meetings?

• Do teachers feel supported?
– Counterfactual also useful here…

• Are provided materials visible in classrooms?
– Counterfactual also useful here…

• How many times did coaches visit schools?
– In urban versus rural areas?



6. Use mixed methods

• Wide range of methods

• In education the ultimate “black box” is the 
classroom
– Difficult to observe on large scale

– But limitations of small scale (e.g. class size 
finding)

• Qualitative and quantitative methods should 
interpret each other
– Generating and testing hypotheses



Final thoughts

• Doing good TBE relies on capacity

• Budgets are a constraint

– CAPS evaluation

• Better administrative data can really help

• TBE is difficult and cannot solve all problems 
but adds a lot of value

– Weiss: We should try to overcome the obstacles

– Same applies to experimental IEs


