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THE ROLE OF EVALUATION AND ASSESSMENT WITHIN
THE NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION

INTRODUCTION

In January. 1972, a two-day seminar was held in
Washington, D.C., to discuss issues of importance to the
formation and conduct of the National Institute of
Education (NIE) and to the field of educational research
and evaluation. Discussion ranged widely, covering some
specific problems that confront current education,
several general and specific problems within research and
evaluation, and several organizational and functional
characteristics of the research community and NIE that
may be expected to affect the quality of their
interaction.

Education, research and evaluation were all broadly
conceived. fhe discussants repeatedly stressed that NIE
must c o Asciously extend its purview beyond
institutional programs of education to include other
situations in the general environment where learning and
psychological growth are or potentially could be salient
outcomes. Similarly, research should include methods
and sources of knowledge that are currently viewed by
some as "ascientific" according to the rigorous research
paradigms and standards for data borrowed from
research in the physical sciences. Evaluation must also be
extended beyond the measurement of processes and
their effects to the attribution of value to treatments or
programs. This latter point received especially heavy
emphasis. Since multiple and competing value structures
occur in a pluralistic society, competing criteria of
effectiveness arise, and choices among them involve the
acceptance or rejection of values, whether that issue is
addressed directly or not. Direct consideration of social
values was favored throughout the evaluation process.

EDUCATIONAL PROBLEMS

One major problem that currently confronts
educationperhaps the most compelling oneis the
existence of what is termed a disadvantaged sector
within our society. Although it is difficult to find
viewpoints that dispute the magnitude of the problem, it
is equally difficult to find adequate educational or
psychological conceptualizations of the problem and its
etiology. It is also difficult to findand perhaps this
follows necessarilya body of knowledge about specific
symptoms of "disadvantagement" to aid in establishing
priorities among proposed programs of social action.

Two distinctly different ways of viewing the
problem seem to underlie the proliferation of
terminology encountered in the educational and
psychological literature (i.e., "disadvantaged," "deficit."
"deprivation," "difference," etc.). A deficit model
suggests that one scheme of valued characteristics should
be applied in "judging" all individuals or groups. Those
persons or groups possessing little of a desired
characteristic are seen as deficient, and the suggested
remediation usually is an attempt to supply what is
wanting. On the other hand, a difference model holds
that different persons and groups do and should have
different strengths and weaknesses. Different szhemes of
valued characteristics are seen, then, as appropriate for
different groups, and differences between groups or
individuals may or may not be cause for remedial
efforts. Furthermore, efforts at remediation may be
chosen to bring about even greater differences between
groups or differentiation within them. Such courses of
action are built upon accepting diverse valued
characteristics and nurturing this diversity.

An excellent comparison of the two models occurs
if one considers how to approach the relatively poor
educational performance of several groups that speak
English as a second language. According to the deficit
approach one would try to improve performance on
traditional educational measuresespecially of English
language skills where the deficits are great. According to
the differen-:, model, one would more likely take an
approach that is becoming more popular today. The
difference in English language skills is noted, but priority
is given to supporting bilingual skills through a program
designed to strengthen both native and acquired
languages.

The highly visible problem of the disadvantaged
sector leads directly to consideration of the quality of
education for all groups within the current society. A
common approach to quality is to adopt a production
model whereby inputs, processes, and outputs are
related for various groups. Several limitations of this
approach may be seen. First, it commonly adopts the
deficit approach in assuming a common set of goals,
dimensions of performance, or human characteristics to
be appropriate across groups. Second, theories of
development stressing psychological reorganizations do
not fit within it well. These "stage" theories focus upon
change through repeated differentiation and integration
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of characteristics resulting in new structures and the
emergence of seemingly new skills. Quality can be
conceived of as variation in structure (both number of
dimensions and configuration) or in distributions
(central tendency, dispersion, and shape). The
production .model adopts much too narrow a view in
considering only levels of performance (distributions).

As we mentioned above, not only is there
uncertainty about .what model of disadvantagement to
emphasize and how to conceptualize its mechanism, but
the construct itself is poorly defined. That is, there -
seems to be little agreement about what constitutes
disadvantagement in the aggregate and about what set of
characteristics should serve as a sign or indicator of its
presence. For example, the most widely used indicator is
probably socioeconomic status (SES), a conglomerate
index whose constituent parts are quite variable across
applications. It has been use; to establish eligibility for
most major compensatory education programs, although
a measure of educational deficiency or need seems
intuitively much more attractive. To our knowledge, the
rationale for using SES in this case is unstated and
untested critically.

There are, of course, a great many studies
concerned with interrelationships between measures of
SES, race, educational attainment, and a host of other
economic, social, and psychological characteristics. In
general, however, the studies employ too few of the
potential variables, and too little accrues across studies
to give convergent (and discriminant) meaning to
disadvantagement as a construct.

In a situation where so little is known of a major
social problem, a primary focus and large-scale effort on
the part of NIE seems necessary. First, NIE should
exercise leadership in conceptualizing the problem. This
effort should foster continued consideration of
alternative conceptualizations of disadvantagement and
quality, of the underpinnings of thosz
conceptualizations in differing schemes of social values,
and of the social consequences of basing action programs
upon them.

A major effort must similarly be focused on
understanding the structure of environmental impacts on
human development. To move towards this we must ask
what kinds and levels of stimuli are effective. Although
we currently measure effects with a good deal of
sophistication, our measures of environment are crude.
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Attempts must be made to increase both the number of
environmental dimensions we can tap and the sensitivity
with which we tap them.

RESEARCH ISSUESVALUES AND PROBLEMS

It was mentioned initially that educational research
must be broadly conceived. Just as conceptualizations of
disadvantagement and quality education grow from
systems of values and interests, so too do systems of
learning about and knowing about education. The
resulting variety of methodologies should all he
considered to be under the umbrella of educational
research. For example, lawyers, historians, and social
philosophers develop and use bodies of knowledge about
education that are strikingly dissimilar to the bodies of
knowledge pursued by the quantitatively oriented,
scientific researcher. Although strikingly different and
less "scientific," and in some instances obviously
value-laden, it would be difficult to show that these
bodies of knowledge are less worthy of pursuit. The
wisest course does not seem to lie with attempts' to free
one tradition and methodology from its underpinnings
in value consideration or to pursue one discipline at the
expense of others. Rather than a "pare" or value-free
social science, one which triangulates social problems
from a number of openly value-centered positions is
preferred.

There is danger that any rigidly disciplined system
of knowledge may become somewhat paranoid. That is
to say, the discipline may deny knowledge derived by
methodologies a ,r than its ownespecially when the
orfending conceptualizations and models disagree with
those it has itself derived. In some cases this occurs in
the field of educational research and is also true of areas
within it.

Consider, for example, the ongoing argument
concerning the evaluation of educational or instructional
programs. This might be called the
Evaluation-as-Evaluation vs. the Evaluation-as-Research
argument. Disagreement seems to center on the degree
to which procedures for evaluative studies should be
prescribed, with further (perhaps resulting)
disagreements on what these procedures should be. One
school, as an instance, suggests that specific behavioral
objectives should be stated in advance and that terminal
performance should be judged in terms of the objectives.
The other school insists that unintended outcomes and
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side effects must be considered as well and that a

program must be judged in terms of all the effects it
produces. not just in terms of its intended effects.
Intended effects are seen as necessary but clearly not
sufficient to deciding whether to continue the
treatment. More important, the evaluation-as-research
school argues that we must go beyond an assessment of
the size of effects to an examination of the processes
that produce the effects if we are to understand
ed icational treatments in sufficient depth and generality
to apply them adaptively under adverse circumstances.
The differences drawn between these two schools tend
to oversimplify many distinct opinions; for illustrative
purposes, however, it seems clear that the heuristic
considerations of simplicity and transportability that
recommend the evaluation-as-evaluation viewpoint may
well encourage Subsequent paranoia or apologies for a
prescribed program's frequent inadequacy. Side effects
are frequently found in "second-round" studies as are a
host of other effects and moderators. They should be
expected: If practical considerations do not allow
designs that will unearth them initially, it seems wiser to
explain the limitations to be expected from partial
application of the research model than it is to apply the
simpler evaluation-as-evaluation model. The immediate
danger in the latter, of course, is that attention is not
drawn to what is now known, and so decisions may be
premature even if not incorrect. In addition, little
knowledge about the effectiveness of general
characteristics of treatments is likely to accrue unless
some overlap of criterion variables is planned from study
to study.

Beyond those issues suggested above, the question
of educational research's impact (or lack of it) on the
practice of education bears directly on the argument for
broadening research. From the point of view of impact,
educational research and evaluation may be viewed as
functions rather than as disciplines or collections of
disciplines. These fun :tions are, of course, to provide
knowledge that will lead to improved educational
practice. Once again it becomes clear that a large number
of disciplines may be relevant. An appraisal of the
impact of previo'.s research generally leads, however, to
the conclusion mat direct impact has been slight. It was,
in fact, suggmed as early as 1932 that research had
intercorrelated all the variables of interest to no avail
and that it therefore remained for educational
philosophy and rhetoric to mold education in
accordance with considerations of values and ethics.
Research was viewed as a trivial technology and its
trajectory seemed to go nowhere.

A more optimistic appraisal suggests that the
impact of educational and psychological research upon
education has been massive but indirect. Research 'cads
to changed conceptions of human development and of
the nature of the human being as a learner, which in turn
leads to modifications in value perspectives and in
educational goals and processes derived from them.
These changed conceptions and values are reflected in
the rhetoric of the agents of educational change and so
in the changes themselves. albeit indirectly. For
example, this viewpoint suggests that recent efforts in
early childhood education have their roots in the
research work of Piaget and others who have changed
society's conceptions of early development and its
potentialities. Similarly, Skinner's work in the
conditioning of behavior changed conceptions of
learning reflected in programmed instruction and in
regimens of behavior modification. Skinner's
interpretations of his own work, which attempt to
introduce a new controlled basis for individual freedom,
constitute an especially interesting attempt to hasten the
indirect transmission of research findings in reshaping
conceptions and associated values. As might be
expected, critics of this attempt focus upon Skinner's
interpretive processes rather than his research findings
per se.

If one accepts the view that impact of research has
been non-trivial though indirect, the problem of
increasing its impact is recast. Previous attempts of
"putting research findings into practice" have stressed a

"dissemination model," rivaling a pipeline in simplicity.
Research findings are thus made available to
practitioners directly after minor efforts of aggregation
and synthesis. While this is intuitively attractive in its
simplicity, it doesn't seem to work. If we believe that
the influence of research is indirect, we must seek to
understand more about the processthat is to learn how
the findings of the many disciplines functioning in
educational research lead to new conceptions and values
and thus change educational practice. A strong effort in
this direction is suggested for NIE.

Finally, with regard to educational research
generally, one point is common to considerations of
values, functional and disciplinary orientations, and the
influence of impact on practice. That is, the system in
which all these phenomena inhere and interact is marked
by continuous change. Because of this, the efforts
suggested above should be expected to he continuing
ones in order to achieve necessary understanding of each
"new" educational system and its conceptual and
empirical basis.



Evaluation

TRADITIONAL EVALUATION ISSUES

Measurement data have been used throughout the
educational enterprise in numerous ways that are quite
distinct from and si.pplementary to their research uses.
Traditional uses of measurement information include
diagnostic and prescriptive decisions regarding
individuals and groups. The use of similar information in
self-evaluation, leading to choices between alternative
courses of action by individuals, is becoming increasingly
widespread. The term "guidance," applied to the
selection between alternatives for individuals, focuses on
the role of others in mediating the information or
otherwise influencing the personal decision. Informed
self-evaluation and individual choice, on the other hand,
require much of the same assessment information as well-
as the development of skills in rational decision-making.

Evaluations of educational programs in most cases
make use of measurement information. "Summative"
evaluation provides an overall appraisal leading to
statements about program effects or program value,
while "formative" evaluation provides statements
concerning the need to modify components of programs.
This distinction between summative and formative seems
an uncomfortable one when thus applied to types of
evaluative activities or information. However, the
suggestion that "summative" and "formative"
distinguish two distinct types of decisions regarding
programs, and, hence, two different roles (rather than
forms) of evaluation, seems more useful and is in

keeping with the fact that various types of information
may contribute to decisions about programs.

Measurement information is increasingly used in
continuous evaluation of educational systems. The
purpose is to provide information about changes in the
system and warning of the need for adaptive action. A
broad array of information must be gathered, since the
functioning of each important system component must
be monitored. The aggregation of information at various
levels and the ability to interrelate diverse elements of
information are necessary to portray adequately the
complex interactive functioning of the numerous
components and contexts of educational systems.

Although these uses of evaluative information are
traditional, they are not without problems. As noted
above, different conceptions of guidance prompt the
question of who should decide which course of action a
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person is to follow. Once a program is selected.
questions of when to terminate the educational
treatment are often handled in arbitrary ways. For
example, when should absolute mastery be a standard
for termination? Why are certification standards what
they are? Why shouldn't individuals decide when to
terminate or enter programs? These questions and large
numbers of others are not answered by increasing the
precision of measures, and their importance is not
diminished by the scientific aura created by good data.
The value-based assumptions leading to the
establishment and acceptance of these standards should
be continuously examined, and alternatives should be
systematically considered.

A good example.of the fruits of such a questioning
approach may be furnished by recent considerations of
the adequacy of so-called diagnostic testing. It has
become increasingly evident that diagnoses that are not
sensibly wed to prescriptions are of little if any clinical
value. The central requirement of demonstrated
trait-by-treatment interactions has recently received
considerable attention, and we may consequently hope
to progress more productivelyor at least less wastefully
and harmfullyin the future. Similar consideration of
the rationale and value bases of traditional evaluative
activities is suggested as an area for continuing major
effort.

METHODOLOGYSOME SPECIFICS

Within the context of broad educational issues.
several narrower ones were also discussed at the
conference; these are recommended for NIE's attention.
The general rubric of what to measure applies to one set
of them.

1. Measurement and evaluation usually focuses
initially either upon discrete behaviors or upon
psychological constructs predicated on previously
observed consistencies and inconsistencies in numerous
behaviors. Within evaluation, the behavioral objectives
approach, and to some extent criterion-referenced
measurement, emphasize discrete behaviors as the
starting point and changes in those behaviors as the
objective. The construct approach, on the other hand,
emphasizes consistencies in behavior as the starting point
and the acquisition of higher -order heuristics, such as
rules, principles or strategies, as the objective (the latter
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typically being viewed as constructs to explain or
account for the behavioral consistencies). Differing basic
conceptions of education may account for some of this
apparent disagreement. If one views the purpose of
education to be the teaching of specific behaviors, then
the production and change of specific behaviors should
be the educator's aim. If, on the other hand. education is
seen as the development and modification of broader
controlling mechanisms and principles, then these
mechanisms should be of prime interest. The difference
corresponds to the distinctions often made between
education and training.

In practice, of course, the adoption of one point of
departure does not determine the entire course of
research or development. The developer or user of
criterion-referenced instruments is not relieved of the
responsibility of addressing at some point questions of
generalizability and construct validity. Once again, NIE's
stance should be to accept either approach and attempt
to achieve balance within and across specific projects.

2. Measures of process and context are scarce
and probably less adequate than measures of so-called
educational output. Context and process measures are
critical to research because one is often forced to study
naturally occurring variation in educational systems. If it
were possible to manipulate educational processes in the
laboratory in a way that truly reflected complex system
functioning, then the ability to monitor processes and to
study contextual constraints on generalizability would
not be as critical to achieving some understanding.
Measures of this sort are also necessary for the
system-monitoring mentioned above. The development
of process and context measures is therefore suggested as
having high priority for NIE.

3. Measures of developmental structures and of
progression through stages or qualitative changes in these
structures, are similarly scarce, and often are of
unknown technical quality. Measures of discontinuous
traits, of structures and restructured phenomena are
suggested for further effort.

A second set of issues concerns how to measure and
how to incorporate information (from measures or other
sources) into decisions (evaluative or otherwise).

1. For the most part, measures of individual
characteristics have focused on psychological traits
conceived of as stable over time or situations. This has
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led to the application of temporal stability of scores as
one criterion of the technical adequacy of measures.
There are, however, psychological phenomena that are
not conceived of as stable; in these cases, to apply the
stability criterion would be totally wrong. A measure of
mood, conceived as a transitory state, is a simple
example in which temporal fluctuation would he
desirable.

In addition to stability, conceptions of growth and
decline are employed in measurement processes. and
unless they are consciously compared with conceptions
of the traits and processes thought to be operating.
serious errors can occur. Measures of personality, affect.
and stage phenomena are areas in which the warning
should be clear. Methodologies developed to measure
cognitive characteristics may not be directly applicable
in other areas. A psychometrics devetoped for individual
discrimination may be inappropriate to measurement of
common mastery or stage attainment.

2. The current reliance upon normative
interpretations of measures is not in keeping with the
availability of scaling methods. Normative data may be
adequate for a number of traditional educational uses.
but a more thorough application of scaling methodology
should permit substantive (as opposed to normative)
comparisons of greater potential value in research and
evaluation.

3. The scoring of constructed response should be
made more efficient through concerted efforts to apply
newly devised technology. The limitations of
multiple-choice responses are well documented. In cases
where that response format requires additional
assumptions regarding traits or processes, the effort of
constructed response scoring should be considered in the
light of developing technology.

4. When we compare educational programs, a
complex interaction occurs between the scales of
criterion variables, the scales of value associated with
criterion performance levels, and the index of similarity
used. For example, in a comparison of a spelling
program and a reading program the scales of reading and
spelling measures, the scales of value of reading and
spelling achievement, and the index of similarity used
(difference in means or medians, comparisons of ranks,
etc.) have individual and collective influence on whether
we find the programs equally valuable. Further inquiry
into the nature and effe ;t of these interactions is
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necessary if studies of comparative values of programs
are to be supported.

THE ROLE OF NIE

The failure of research and development programs
within the Office of Education (OE) is seen by many as
the main reason for trying a "fresh start" with NIE. If
the OE program is viewed as a failure, there is a lesson
for NIE. The OE program satisfied neither researchers
(who decried the lack of rigor) nor practitioners (who
decried the lack of practical and immediately applicable
results). This is but one example o+ the pluralism of
values that we focused on initially and of the resulting
multiple and conflicting demands inevitable within
education.

As mentioned before, there is no single solution.
The situation is not to be viewed as a nroblem to be
solved once and for all but as a fact of life which NIE
must cope with continually. The suggestion that the
National Institutes of Health provide a viable
modeland so a solutionis probably an unjustifiable
one. The biomedical professions have standards of
research excellence which are widely shared throughout
that community. This is clearly not true for education
and the research areas that undergird itanthropology,
sociology, economics, psychology, to mention only a

few. The effect of creating NIE will be to further
centralize educational research, a fact which may be
expected to aggravate the situation by blunting the
pluralism of the research community rather than
capitalizing upon it and extending it. This may occur
because communications with local groups holding local
values will be articicially closed off.

The challenge is clearly great. A stance of openly
accepting competing values and searching for solutions
that can satisfy multiple and ever-competing demands is
suggested as the wisest course. This, coupled with the

role of intellectual leadership required to come to
understand the diverse values that underlie an
educational enterprise so diversely conceived, seems
almost too much to ask. But still a further requirement
must be made.

OE's current attempts to direct research and
development activities limit the quality of these
activities unwisely. In many instances, the research and
development community is relegated to 0..' role of
purveyors of services centrally specified. Hence. their
potential contributions to the initial conceptualization
of problems are lost. That situation is not only
inefficient; it is aiso distasteful to the research and
development community. Perhaps the exercise of central
leadership in the targeting of critical areas, as NIMil
does, rather than attempts to direct specific efforts.
would work well for education too by allowing both
governmental priority setting and the fullest use of
researchers' diverse skills. Clearly, NIE must have the
sensitivity to "read" the subtle statements that convey a
society's values, the tireless intellectual capacity to
search out and consider alternatives satisfying competing
demands, and the leadership to orchestrate the research
and educational communities so that they contribute to
their fullest capability.

Finally, the need to evaluate the efforts of NIE
must be recognized from the outset. The magnitude of
the challenges it faces and the consequences of even
partial failure strongly recommend formative evaluation
of NIE itself in the service of adaptive action. Several
important issues must be addressed immediately so that
these evaluative efforts may start as NIE begins to
function. For example, the choice of eternal versus
external evaluation must be resolved (preferably through
a combination of both), objectives and criteria must be
sharpened, and the decision-relevance of information
must be considered. It is certain that continuous
adaptive action will be needed if the promise of NIE is
to be fulfilled.


