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Making Evidence-Based Decisions
2

We strive for educational excellence

 Innovations (programming, curriculum, instructional strategies, interventions) are 
adopted to improve student performance

 Student affairs professionals, faculty, administrators, & researchers must determine 
if anticipated benefits (e.g., increased performance) occur & if they can be 
attributed to programming

 Intent of assessment or effectiveness studies: investigate if changes in the outcome 
(e.g., performance) are a result of the intervention (programming, curriculum, etc.)

 Failure to assess the effectiveness of interventions can contribute to

 the use of ineffective programming, curriculum, or strategies 

 the termination of effective programming, curriculum, or strategies 



Making Evidence-Based Improvements
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Accreditor: SACS-COC, Standard 8.2:

Institution identifies expected outcomes, assesses extent to which it 
achieves these outcomes, and provides evidence of seeking improvement 
based on the analysis of results these areas: 

a. Student learning outcomes for each of its educational programs

b. Student learning outcomes for collegiate-level general education 
competencies 

c. Academic and student services that support student success 



Standard Outcomes Assessment Cycle
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Why Aren’t We “Closing the Loop”?
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Banta & Blaich (2011) were asked for examples, from across the nation, of ways 
in which student learning outcome assessment results were used to improve 
teaching, learning, & student services programs

 They could only find a handful of examples 

 Although a campus may engage in the process of outcomes assessment, few used the 
results for actual change in programing

Reasons put forth for why assessment results aren’t used for improvement (e.g., 
Banta & Blaich, 2011; Bresciani, 2010): 

 Confusion about the purpose & process of outcomes assessment
 Not enough time or resources allocated to this work
 No institutional value or reward for assessment
 Lack of understanding of learning & development theories to purposefully build, 

evaluate, & improve programming
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Additional reason for this lack of use of results:  lack of 
knowledge of the program students actually received 

How can we expect someone to improve a program 

without knowing what is actually occurring (or not occurring) 
in the program?

Why Aren’t We “Closing the Loop”?



Basic Model of Program Effectiveness
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Baseline
Curriculum/Program 

Implemented
Outcome

Average 

Value of Civic 

Engagement 

in 2018 = 80

Average 

Value of Civic 

Engagement 

in 2017 = 30

Response: “We have some evidence the implemented program may be effective with respect to increasing the 
value of civic engagement.”
Often followed by: “Glad we spent all that time understanding the theory of valuation and, in particular, 
attitudes towards civic engagement when developing the program; the theory-informed activities we created 
seem to have ‘worked’ as the theory suggested.”



But what about this……
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Baseline
Curriculum/Program 

Implemented
Outcome

Average 

Value of Civic 

Engagement 

in 2018 = 30

Average 

Value of Civic 

Engagement 

in 2017 = 30

Response: “Shoot! The curriculum & programming doesn’t work!” 
Often followed by: “What a waste of time creating an ineffective intervention! Need to try a different 
approach/theory to build programming that will impact valuation. Back to the drawing board…..(exhale).” 



But what about this……
9

Baseline Curriculum/Program 

Implemented

Outcome

Average 

Value of Civic 

Engagement 

in 2018 = 30

Average 

Value of Civic 

Engagement 

in 2017 = 30

We may observe this result when NO intervention is actually implemented

Although created,
NO 

“Civic Engagement”
Curriculum/Program 

Implemented



But what about this……
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Baseline Curriculum/Program 

Implemented

Outcome

Average 

Value of Civic 

Engagement 

in 2018 = 30

Average 

Value of Civic 

Engagement 

in 2017 = 30

We may observe this result when 
uncoordinated, “sloppy”, incomplete curriculum/programming is implemented

Poor Implementation
of 

“Civic Engagement”
Curriculum/Program



So…which is it? 
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 Program doesn’t “work”

 Program wasn’t implemented

 Program was implemented but poorly

Using the typical assessment cycle, 
you CAN NOT choose between these 3 possibilities, 

thus, limiting your use of assessment results for program improvement



Incorporating Implementation Fidelity into 
Assessment Cycle

12

To translate assessment evidence 
into program improvement, need to 
know WHEN gathering more data 
would help focus & clarify potential 
actions (e.g., changing program) & 
WHAT data is needed

We have found the data often 
needed focuses on what program 
the students actually received & 
this data is almost always needed to 
facilitate use of results for 
improvement



WHAT is Implementation Fidelity?13
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“The bridge between a promising idea 
and the impact on students is 

implementation, 
but innovations are seldom 
implemented as intended.”
(Berman and McLaughlin, 1976, p. 349) 



Kuh & Kinzie (2018) 
What Really Makes a “High-Impact” Practice High Impact?

15

 “A recent study questioning the value of such practices mistakenly assumes that just making them 
available suffices. How they are implemented is crucial, George Kuh and Jillian Kinzie write.”

“Indeed, the Inside Higher Ed article brings to the fore a most important but often overlooked consideration: 
simply offering and labeling an activity an HIP does not necessarily guarantee that students who participate in it 
will benefit in the ways much of the extant literature claims.

Over the past few years, we’ve emphasized that implementation quality is critical in terms of realizing the benefits 
of HIP participation. This is not a surprise as the caveat applies to every effort a college or university makes to 
engage students in meaningful, relevant learning experiences inside and outside the classroom, on and off the 
campus.

Campus practitioners know firsthand that some service-learning courses and internships are better designed and 
implemented than others. This holds for every type of HIP and just about any other college experience that 
matters to student learning and personal development.

For example, soon-to-be-published NSSE data about the effects of learning communities on engagement and self-
reported gains show great variation between institutions. So institutional context and implementation quality 
matter.”

“We owe it to our students to ensure HIPs and other innovations intended to enhance the quality of 
undergraduate education are implemented equitably and with fidelity so that students realize the promised 
benefits.”



What is Implementation Fidelity?
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When developing a program, a great deal of attention is given to:
Designing theory-based program (e.g., curriculum, activities, strategies)

 Training those who implement program (e.g., practitioners, facilitators, instructors) 

In short, curriculum & program procedures must be 
well-specified (and should be logical based on theory)

and

understood by program implementers

However, rarely is the alignment of the planned program & the 
implemented program assessed



What is Implementation Fidelity?

 “an assessment of the degree to which group leaders deliver the 
intervention completely and according to protocol” (Breitenstein et al., 2010)

 “determination of how well a program is being implemented in 
comparison with the original program design during an efficacy and/or 
effectiveness study” (O’Donnell, 2008)

 “the extent to which participants (e.g., teachers) deliver the intended
innovation and whether other participants (e.g., students) accept or 
receive or are responsive to the intended services, at the intended level 
of treatment strength (Hulleman & Cordray, 2009)

17



What is Implementation Fidelity?
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 Not a new concept
 Many of your colleagues in divisions of academic & student affairs have some 

understanding of the concept, it just may be hidden under a different name
 Opportunity to Learn (OTL) in K-12 education
 Designed vs. Delivered Curriculum in higher education
 Manipulation Fidelity/Check in experimental research 
 Treatment Integrity in behavioral consultation

 But, student affairs staff may not have linked concept to institutional effectiveness
 “The institution identifies expected outcomes, assesses the extent to which it achieves these 

outcomes, and provides evidence of seeking improvement based on the analysis of results” 
(8.2 SACSCOCS)

 Where “implementation fidelity” is in this process of assessing outcomes & using results isn’t 
explicit, thus maybe (unfortunately) overlooked 



Useful Approach to Explain Implementation Fidelity

“Black Box” analogy

Has proven useful when training student affairs 
professionals & faculty 

 on process of, not only collecting, but using assessment 
results for program improvement

 what inferences to make from assessment results

17



Assumption about “Planned” Program
20



“Actual” Program is a “Black Box”

Actual Intervention/Program/Curriculum
21



Open the “Black Box”

Implementation Fidelity Assessment can open the “black box”
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“Planned” Drug Program
23



“Actual” Drug Program is “Black Box”
24

If patient tests positive for disease at follow-up appointment, does that mean the planned 
intervention (drug treatment) is ineffective?



Measure Actual Drug Program Employed

Implementation Fidelity Assessment can open intervention "black box”
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“Planned” Physical Fitness Program
26



“Actual” Fitness Program is “Black Box”
27

If person doesn’t lose weight, change in measurements or stamina, & pictures look the same as prior 
to the program, does that mean the planned fitness program is ineffective?



Measure Actual Fitness Program Employed

Implementation Fidelity Assessment can open program "black box”
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“Planned” Civic Engagement Program
29



“Delivered” Civic Program is “Black Box”
30

If students can’t articulate the value of civic engagement or their self-reported value doesn’t increase, 
does that mean the planned curriculum is ineffective?



Measure Actual Curriculum Delivered

Implementation Fidelity Assessment can open the curriculum "black box” (i.e., what programming was 
experienced & is being assessed). Did students have the OTL & develop different values?
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WHY is Fidelity Important to Assess?32



Utility of Coupling Fidelity & Outcomes Data

Realities
Fidelity 

Assessment 
Results

Outcomes 
Assessment 

Results

Conclusions without Fidelity Conclusions with Fidelity

1 High (+) Good (+) Program looks great! Program may be effective.

2 Low (-) Poor (-) Program is not working.
No conclusions can be made 

about the planned program.

3 High (+) Poor (-) Program is not working.
Program is ineffective in meeting 

outcomes.

4 Low (-) Good (+) Program looks great!
No conclusions can be made 

about the planned program.
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Utility of Coupling Fidelity & Outcomes Data

Realities
Fidelity 

Assessment 
Results

Outcomes 
Assessment 

Results

Common Conclusions
without Fidelity Data

Conclusions with Fidelity

1 High (+) Good (+) “Program” looks great! Program may be effective.

2 Low (-) Poor (-) “Program” is not working.
No conclusions can be made about 

the planned program.

3 High (+) Poor (-) “Program” is not working.
Program is ineffective in meeting 

outcomes.

4 Low (-) Good (+) “Program” looks great!
No conclusions can be made about 

the planned program.
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Utility of Coupling Fidelity & Outcomes Data

Realities
Fidelity 

Assessment 
Results

Outcomes 
Assessment 

Results

Common Conclusions
without Fidelity Data

More Accurate Inferences 
with Fidelity Data

1 High (+) Good (+) “Program” looks great! Program may be effective.

2 Low (-) Poor (-) “Program” is not working.
No conclusions can be made 
about the planned program.

3 High (+) Poor (-) “Program” is not working.
Program is ineffective in 

meeting outcomes.

4 Low (-) Good (+) “Program” looks great!
No conclusions can be made 
about the planned program.
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Utility of Coupling Fidelity & Outcomes Data

Fidelity
Results

Outcomes 
Results

Inferences that 
can be made from Paired Data

High (+) Good (+)
Program was implemented as planned and the outcomes were met, thus the planned 
program may be effective. That is, the planned program may be contributing to 
meeting intended outcomes. Good news!

Low (-) Poor (-)

No claims can be made about the planned program, because the planned program 
was not implemented. Moreover, the intended outcomes were not observed. A new 
study should be conducted with increased implementation fidelity to assess the 
effectiveness of the planned program. Do not claim the planned program was 
ineffective.

High (+) Poor (-)

Program was implemented as planned, but the intended outcomes were not 
observed. Thus, low implementation fidelity can be ruled out as the reason for poor 
outcomes. Outcome assessment results should contribute to informed changes to 
the planned program by stakeholders.

Low (-) Good (+)
Program was not implemented as planned. Thus, the planned program cannot be 
credited with contributing to students meeting the outcomes. One should not claim 
the planned program was effective.

36



HOW is Implementation Fidelity Assessed?37



Implementation Fidelity in a Nutshell

• Definition: detailing specific features of program that theoretically enable students to meet 
intended outcomes. Essential for assessing other fidelity components.

• Assessment: not "assessed"; involves describing specific activities & curriculum. Completed as 
Step 2 in assessment cycle (mapping programming to outcomes).

Program Differentiation

• Definition: whether or not specific features of the program were implemented as planned

• Assessment: recording whether or not (i.e., "yes" or "no") each specific program feature was 
implemented

Adherence

• Definition: how well program was implemented or caliber of delivered program features

• Assessment: rating the quality of implementation (e.g., 1 = Low to 5 = High)
Quality

• Definition: extent to which all students participating in program receive full amount of treatment

• Assessment: recording duration of program components and/or proportion of program 
participants that received the component

Exposure

• Definition: receptiveness of those exposed to the treatment

• Assessment: rating levels of engagement (e.g., 1 = Not engaged to 5 = Very engaged)
Responsiveness

38



Fidelity Checklist: Transfer Orientation Program

39



40

Fidelity Checklist: Transfer Orientation Program



Fidelity Checklist: Leadership Development 6-week Short Course (Co-curricular Example)

41
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Completing the Fidelity Checklist

 “Live” program

 Videotape of program 

 Program materials for 
Adherence (e.g., curriculum 

maps, PPT slides, instructions for 
activities)

___________________________________________________________

We believe these fall in rank order of 
validity 

 Independent auditors 
of the program

 Facilitators of program

 Participants of program

_____________________________

Collect from all if possible

43

What is rated? Who does the rating?



Completing the Fidelity Checklist
44

Auditors of live program

Pros
 Observations provide an outside & real-time perspective on what is going on, 

rather than relying on the memory of the person implementing program 

 Reliability of observations can be increased by ensuring observers are trained, 
using multiple observers with a goal of achieving high inter-rater reliability, & 
using detailed checklist

Considerations
 May create situations where the individual being observed acts differently when 

being observed

 Although most reliable, it is the least efficient



Completing the Fidelity Checklist
45

Facilitators creating and completing checklist
Pros
 Buy-in; assessing implementation fidelity is not punitive

 Facilitates understanding of all program aspects & how they fit together to 
create the overall program

 Serves as reminder of material & activities 

 Productive “self” feedback

Most efficient

Considerations
 If used as sole measure of fidelity, be sure to check accuracy; subject to bias

 Facilitators may not cooperate



Completing the Fidelity Checklist
46

In our experience, including faculty & staff in implementation fidelity 
process was critical to use of outcome assessment results

 "...even the most beautifully collected and interpreted evidence will have no impact on 
students whatsoever unless it engages an institution's faculty, staff, governance 
structures, faculty development programs, and leaders" (Banta & Blaich,  p. 23)

 "If faculty do not participate in making sense of and interpreting assessment evidence, 
they are much more likely to focus solely on finding fault with the conclusions than on 
considering ways that the evidence might be related to their teaching" (Banta & Blaich, p. 
24)

 Including those delivering programing in the collection of implementation fidelity data 
engages them in the process of closely examining the actual program, which can:
 fuel their desire to examine student learning & development outcome results 
 facilitate their interpretation & use of assessment results for program improvement



Closing Thoughts47



Valid Inferences about Program Inferences

 “Outcomes-based assessment uses the results of 
assessment to change and improve how a program, a 
department, a division, or an institution contributes to 
student learning” (Bresciani, Gardner, & Hickmott, 2009)

 This is difficult (if not impossible) without 
implementation fidelity data

 If intended outcomes are not observed, we won’t know if 
results are due to a poorly designed program, a well-
designed program that matches theory but theory is 
wrong, OR a lack of high implementation fidelity

 By incorporating Implementation Fidelity into Assessment 
Cycle, we have much more information about the actual
program students received; thus, can make more valid 
inferences about the impact of our programming

 “An effective assessment program should spend more time 
and money on using data than on gathering it” (Banta & Blaich, 

2011). Thus, let’s prioritize collecting data that informs use. 

48



Barriers to Assessing Implementation Fidelity
49

1. Lack of general knowledge of implementation fidelity (The “what” & “why”)

 Practitioners may assume implementation fidelity is high because program should be implemented as 
planned. However, this assumption needs to be tested, as research indicates this assumption is often wrong. 

 Practitioners may not understand how lack of fidelity can attenuate program effectiveness

2. Lack of specific guidelines on fidelity procedures (The “how”)

3. Time, cost, & labor demands
 Resources are needed to learn about implementation fidelity & engage in it

 However, these resources will decrease as implementation fidelity becomes a part of the standard program 
effectiveness study (i.e., presentations like this won’t be needed) & may result in the need for fewer program 
effectiveness studies (i.e., a few studies done well vs. many studies with ambiguous results due to a lack of 
implementation fidelity data)

4. Lack of requirements or encouragement to report this information
 Research has shown that lack of perceived value of implementation fidelity data by administrators or the 

system serves as a barrier to fidelity assessment 

 Urge administrators to request these data & the explication of how these data were used to provide a more 
complete & more accurate picture of program effectiveness



Thank You

http://www.jmu.edu/assessment/sassfinneysj@jmu.edu



Applied Articles on Implementation Fidelity
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