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Abstract

Educational evaluation is pivotal in enhancing the quality of educational
programs. This study aimed to analyze the alignment of master’s theses in
educational sciences with the standards of Kirkpatrick’s four-level model
(reaction, learning, behavior, results). The statistical population comprised all
theses from four top Iranian universities (Tehran, Allameh Tabataba’i, Shahid
Beheshti, and Ferdowsi Mashhad) between 2005 and 2023, from which 26
theses were selected through census sampling based on inclusion criteria. A
researcher-made checklist with 21 indicators across the four levels was used,
with validity confirmed by three experts (CVR=0.78) and reliability
established via Cohen’s kappa (k=0.92). Findings showed strong alignment at
the reaction level (95.4%), declining to 54.6% for learning, 34.8% for
behavior, and 13.2% for results. Key weaknesses included limited use of
advanced assessment methods (15%), insufficient long-term follow-up (8%),
and neglect of organizational indicators (77%). These results underscore the
urgent need for revising evaluation research methodologies, developing
localized tools for higher-level assessments, and prioritizing longitudinal
evaluations to enhance educational evaluation research and program
effectiveness.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Educational evaluation is a cornerstone for improving instructional
quality, with Kirkpatrick’s four-level model (reaction, learning,
behavior, results) recognized as the global gold standard (Kirkpatrick
& Kirkpatrick, 2016). This meta-evaluation examines 26 master’s
theses in educational sciences from Iran’s top universities (2005-2023)
to assess their adherence to Kirkpatrick’s standards. Globally, 65% of
organizations employ this framework (ATD, 2023), yet studies reveal
implementation gaps, particularly in developing contexts where Level
4 (results) evaluations are addressed in only 18% of cases (Alsalamah
& Callinan, 2022). To address these gaps, this study uses a 21-indicator
checklist, validated through expert review (CVR=0.78) and inter-rater
reliability testing (k=0.92). The checklist is grounded in Kirkpatrick’s
levels and aligned with the Joint Committee on Standards for
Educational Evaluation (JCSEE) criteria—utility, accuracy, feasibility,
and propriety—to ensure a robust meta-evaluation (Yarbrough et al.,
2011). For instance, reaction aligns with utility (usefulness for
stakeholders), learning and behavior with accuracy (data validity), and
results with feasibility and propriety (ethical and practical
implementation). Findings reveal a systemic “evaluation decay” across
Kirkpatrick’s hierarchy, with alignment dropping from 95.4% (Level 1)
to 13.2% (Level 4), highlighting the need for curricular reform and
longitudinal assessment protocols in graduate research.

Research Question(s)



Literature Review

The Kirkpatrick model remains a cornerstone for evaluating
educational program effectiveness, encompassing reaction, learning,
behavior, and results (Kirkpatrick Partners, 2023). Recent adaptations
include a fifth level (ROI) to enhance its scope (Aguinis & Kraiger,
2021). Meta-analyses show moderate inter-level correlations (e.g.,
learning-behavior: r=0.42; Alliger et al., 1997), but persistent
challenges exist, particularly in Iranian studies, where behavioral
transfer (15% coverage) and organizational impact (5% ROI analyses)
are rarely addressed (Mohammadi & Razavi, 2021). Comparative
research identifies three barriers: (1) overreliance on self-report
measures (72% of Level 2 studies), (2) inadequate follow-up periods
(<6 months in 92% of Level 3 studies), and (3) resistance to
organizational data sharing (78% of Level 4 attempts) (Ghaemipour et
al.,, 2015). While reaction assessments achieve near-universal
compliance (100% in questionnaire design), higher levels suffer from
“conceptual dilution,” where complex constructs like behavioral
change are reduced to single-point surveys (Jacobson, 2015). Studies
like Sharafinezhad and Sahraei (2024) advocate for mixed-methods
approaches, while Kim and Patel (2021) emphasize stakeholder-
engaged designs to address these gaps. The integration of JCSEE
standards (Yarbrough et al., 2011) with Kirkpatrick’s levels, as applied
in this study, ensures a comprehensive meta-evaluation framework,
aligning with global benchmarks (Alsalamah & Callinan, 2022; Nawaz
etal., 2022).

Methodology

This study employed quantitative content analysis to evaluate 26 theses
from 37 identified works through census sampling. A researcher-
developed checklist operationalized Kirkpatrick’s levels into 21
weighted indicators: reaction (7 items: questionnaire design, ethical
compliance), learning (5 items: assessment diversity, control groups),
behavior (5 items: longitudinal tracking, 360° evaluation), and results
(4 items: KPI alignment, ROI calculation). Each indicator was scored
on a 5-point Likert scale (1=weak to 5=excellent), converted to
percentage-based tiers (excellent: 90-100%; weak: <30%). Rigor was



ensured through: (1) expert validation (3 specialists; CVR=0.78), (2)
inter-coder reliability testing (20% sample; 87% agreement), and (3)
control for thesis year/advisor effects. Data analysis combined
descriptive statistics (mean, SD, CV) with qualitative pattern coding to
identify methodological flaws. Simulation supplements tested
measurement sensitivity in small-sample scenarios (n=50-200).

Conclusion

Three key findings emerged: First, a steep quality gradient exists across
levels—reaction assessments scored 4.6/5 (95.4% alignment) versus
1.2/5 (13.2%) for results, reflecting a 74% performance decay. Second,
structural barriers dominate higher-level failures: 85% of studies lacked
multivariate controls, and 89% ignored contextual confounds in
behavior analyses. Third, Iran’s 32% deficit in Level 4 evaluations
compared to global benchmarks is notable (Alsalamah & Callinan,
2022). Practical recommendations include: (1) integrating advanced
evaluation designs (e.g., quasi-experimental methods) into curricula,
(2) developing localized behavioral metrics, and (3) mandating
minimum 12-month follow-ups in impact studies. The 21-indicator
checklist, aligned with JCSEE standards, offers a replicable framework
for global adaptation, particularly in developing educational systems.
Future research should explore discipline-specific variations and digital
tools for facilitating Level 3-4 assessments.
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