
,ED!152

It;

r 'INSTITUTION

:Ron GENCY
F. ?U8'DATE
V NOTE

EDES.PRICE
DESCRIPTORS

I

I ,

1.

IDENTIFIERS

DOCUMENT REWIRE \,

PS 000 842

..""""""''''0

House, Ernest R.; Hutchins, Elizabeth
Issues Raised by the.Follow Through Evaluation.
,ERIC Clearinghouse on Early ChildkoOd.Edecation,
Urbana, Ill.
National Inst. of Education (DHEN), Washington, D.C.d
77
19p.

MF-$0.83 H0.41.67 Plus Postage;
*Demonstration,Programs; *Early Childhood Education;
Educational Accountability; Educational Assessment;
Evaluation Methods; Federal Prpgrams; Goverment
Role; Primary Education; Program Effectiveness:
* rtsgran Evaluation; '4Progras Validhtion; *Researa
sign; *Research Problems; Statistical Bias

Project Folloi Through

ABSTRA5

a

.
. This paper presents a discussion of issues' rased in

the evaluation of Project Follow Through reported by Associates.
The paper suggests twat many of the problems inherent in the design
of=bret1 the program and the evaluation stem.from,the underlying
aisnaption that one, educational model Could be found'which would beit
alleviate tHe'educational nrobless of the poor. The paper suggests
what, even when the original evaluation_ design Modified,
stibtantial-ptobleAs remained. The major issue and prOileni
discussed in the paper include: (1) the belief.in the existence.of,a

fi .best program; (2) the problem of relying on test scores: (3) the _-

issue of program staff knowing the content of evaluation instruments
and teaching to the test; (4) problems involved in. designing or
choosing- valid instruments; (5) the ezisOffed of large intersite

. variations with the same model's; (6) problems involved in.
implementing a particular' model in varying'sites; (7) statistical
problems, particularly in thekuse.of the analysis of'- covariance and
the uselkf individual rather than class scores in the prese0.
evaluation; (8) problems involved in'lirgescale ezperisentiL (9hthe
fairness of the eNaluation in terms of original intentions and'li4er
changed; (1p) p ;ess coverage which tended'to die-tort evaluation
results, especially the invalid assumption that the basid skills
programs were the most effective; and, (11) general questions of
government policies which shaped the evaluation procedures and led to
many of the subsequent prolllems. (BD)
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/. .. ,

In April of 1977, Abt Associates, Inc. (AAI) released the long-
7

..

. )

awaited evaluation of the Follow Through program.* TheAAI:evalua tion
t..-

i
, I

, . . compared thirteen models, of ,early childhood eduwtion, ranging f6m-highly
,

..or
.

R

structured to open education approaches. The'news mediaseizedupon the.

findings as evidence that models labeled "basic skills" succeeded better

-
.

than those labeled "cognitive" or "affective." The e valuation itself was

strongly criticized by a panel ofxaluation experts (House, Glass, McLean,

0.

-and Walker, 1977). The evaluation is a porcupine of issues, some of which

are discussed in this chapter.

. f I

Follow Through began in 1967 as a service program to continue the
.. . .

I u
. .

..., [

.

education of disadvantaged children, particularly those that had'attended
. .

. , -.. t

Head Start. It quickly. ran into funding difficulties when the expected
.

Y_
k

.
..

$120 million was reduced to only $15\million for the first year. Officials
. -,

inside the federal bureaucracy decided to convert Follow Through'into a

.
.

,
"planned variation" experiment. That I.s, the gotiernment would support

c.t7.1..i . ,

.. .-- .

several types of early childhood models and eventually evaluate them

, * . ,

Education at Experimentation: A Planned Variation Model, Volumes IVL-

Abt Associates Inc.: Cambridge, Mass., Richard B. Anderson,.Pioject
Director;. Lind4B: Stebbins, Deputy.ProSect Director; Elizabeth C. Proper,

0 Director of Analysis; April 15, 1977.
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to seeyhich worked best. This plan would enable Follow Through to

continue.

Follow Through in its earliest planning'stages was thought to be
f!'

i \i'
t 9

a program that could address change within institutions involving communi-
. . -

(4 ties and families as well as schools. 'HoweVer; when Follow Through was

designed
.
as a planned, variation experiment, the focus ,became less that ofsN

''s:------.. ,,,,,

1-, changing social institutions and more,thatirofvfinding effective chniques
I

e .
. t

of educating poor children in the existiug school.institu rogram
. .

planners chose to limit the program to finding techliiques of. schooling that
. .

.
. . f-_____;,--' '

would work better than traditional Vactices. In this waykthe social

4) A °
4

service aspect of Follow Throu gh was de-:-emphasized not only by thenarrowpte

7.4

- of the evaluation but alsolv'the planners Wu!. choSe the planned variation.

'

vdesign.
.

The question to be answered by the ev;I:tilerinrvas-!!vbat worked best"

or "what.worked most efficiently," as opposed to questions "such,as "how does

it work" or "how can we make it work better." The history of the evaluation
x ..e.4

can be traced in excellent works by Haney (1977) and Elmore (1976). The %

'
. .i

policy which produced the evaluation ha been analyzed by McLaughlin (1975)

and House. (1978) .

.

The entire' Follow Through program was begun. in a social milieu

of "can do." At that time in the sixties most educational reforms s bscrped

to the "big bang" theory of refofnit. They believed it&was possible to

- dicciver a technique ca.- a program that would "solve" a "problem" such as

poctr students failing to achieve in school. Not only could such h techniqUe

) r

P.m
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be found but with some effort it could be disseminated all over the country,

)

thus solving the social problem. Hence, the soluton would be relatively

cheap as well as affective.-

Given,sucha bellef,.ft(became the mission of the federal government
4

to 'discover techniques and disseminate them. first, the government had to

find out whaE worked. Thus the strategy, clearly enunciated in therWhite
.

House Conference on'Education in 1967,(ELmore, 1976) was a matter of
4 . .

rectifying educators' ignorance. All would b4 well when the successful

program was found.

The reforMers ran into difficulties, however.

results from Head Start and Title I, ESEA, indicated

(

programs were unsuccessful in raising the standArdized test scores of the

children involved. Federal officials interpreted this failure asJnadequate

variation and control oLer the programs. They concluded that effOrts should

be devoted to developing different programs and then systematically.

evaluating them. Hence, "planned variation," rather than i4tura3 variation,

Early evaluation

that the new reform

became a reform strategy. Follow Through was the first attempt at planned

variation.

,

Sponsors, those developing the new models of early Childhood
.

/

Iducation, and sites, school districts implememting the mew models, 'were

chosen the Office of Education. ,.Both Sponsors and Sites receive&

funding from the federal government: At a meeting in Kangas City inl968,

sponsors and isites were tatchqd to each other. Both development and imple-

mentation Of the models, which were directed at poor children from kinder'-
, .

gaiter( through third grade, began:imMediately.7-
o ,

4
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From the viewpoint of the federal officials, particularly those

within the Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning. and Evaluation

inside the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare who had been

-instrumental in the planned variation zonversion, evaluation was a critical

)'
part of the FolloW-Through'plan.. It would tell which model worked best and

at what cost (Rlylin, 101);, Also, the federal planner$ had a'Particular

idea of what evaluation should be--a massEive, controlled experiment.1 It

was a popular view of evaluation at that time, though not one universally

shared within the evaluation communqy.

ConsequeRtly, the evalua was set pp as a large-scale experiment,

with comparisonigroups assigned for each of the Follow Through classes.

, . ;
Compar1sons would be made between the Follow-Through and non-Follow' Through

classes. A Vuge, multi- mill4.pn dollar contract
.

Iwas t to,the(Stanford
../ . .

Research Institute (SRI) to conduct the evaluatiqp. .SRI promised to evaluate
.

A
all aspects of the program, including community involvement, institutional

.

i .

change, and so on.
10

,

However, when the evaluation began, SRI collected primarily standard=

ized test scores. This upset many of the spons rs, and they protested

vociferously. SRI assured them that the less tangible goals of their

models would be assessed in addition to the mot traditional outcomes as

measured by standardized achievement tests. In fact, SRI began a serious

effokt to develop special measures appropriate to the expressed goals of

the spOnsor''s models.
1

Meanwhile, the political pressure was intense in Washington to

expand the number of sponsors and sites. Special interest groups like

blacks and bilinguals wanted their,own sponsors. Political groups like the

5 ,
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1 5

large cities wanted to become sites. The newgroups were accomodated.

-

Sponsors and sites were added in ad opportunistic fashion, measurably

increasing the political constituency and strength of the program in

Congress. The Follow Throughbudget began to grow.

This caused problems elsewhere, however. .Exact comparison groups

were difficult to find. Often controls were established that were very
. ,

i unlike the Follow through classes. The program administrators were aware

of these deviations from the evaluation plan, but they felt that.the new

models would be so much more effective thantwhat the public schools were

'doing, and the gains in test scores would be so dramatic,. that it would not

matter whether the comparison classes"Wie closely matched to the Follow/
Through classes.

-Follow Through grew larger and larger. At its zenith there were

more than twenty sponsors operating id over one hundred eighty sites.

..

Hundreds of thousands of children were involved. SRI tried to collect
.

data on most of them but the logistics of data collection and the costs
-A

bounded out of control. Furthermore, SRI was unable to develop the new
-2 $

instruments it had promised. Amidst investigation by the Genetal Accounting'

Office, HEW,' and Nader's Raiders, the evaluation became A scandal. Finally>

in 197.L fUg7FOlIow Through administrators in the Office of Education

resigned and the evaluation was reshaped. SRI had spent $12 million bn the.
.1

evaltiation, in the program's first four years.
. b r,

Under the direction of the Mice of Education the
-1.

seventeen
,

,pared -down to t spodsors working with eightysites.

evaluation was'

The analytic

sample contained only twenty-thou6and children. More importantly, the nu er

of instruments to collect data Vas narrowed,to only four standardized asures.

SRI continued to collect the data but the data analysis was contracted to.
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.

Abt Associate In all, the broad scope of the evaluation was drastiCally,

narrewed in what Haney (1977), a "4nneling" effect.''The early
..-4\

childhood mod is would now beciompared.on only a few standardized tests

8

to determine Whichwas "best:K
: I

:-.
..

. ,

- ,

Throughout the course of the evaluation,the.sponsors, parent's of.
c

,

I .

'the children, land site personnel were by no,nieang silent in their objection.
1

,

.
to events. llbgt continued to comfpial,n,'oiten bitterly,'aboui the evalnation,

. - ' .

-
..,

fearitig their-models and their c ildrert could not be assessed by appropriate
, .

.. :.

it,

criteria. Many never accepted the conversion of thh entire'Follow Through
. .

.

program to an experiment. They saw Foilow,ThrosIgh as a program providing'
,

. -
. -.

social services to children and their families. SpOnsors primarily saw it
. ..

. 0

t Ofas a development pro ram'.
4 1

'
t .

'N I

Faced with the problem.of,analYzing the test-data,-from nonequivalent -''
. / . r_

. , .

(and often misma tched) FollowArough and "comparison classes,*,4he At
.

Associates analysts resorted to a complex statistical analysis to try to
,

.

correct the problem as best they could. The technique choen,,, analysis ,
. 1

of covariance, adjusts the final test scorda.ofchildren in such a way-that
ft

/ './ . .1.

their tesk_scores are made mor\eluiValent based upon the achievemept_tnst
t - 4

... .

scores of the students, the.indome level of the parents, and othe'r variables
.

.1 V
s

.

recorded at Ole beginning of school. Presumably,, after the statiSacal
\ .

-.-

. adjugtment the scores of the two ciasses will be mere; liVe the scores .of
t 4

' twdlproperly.Matehed classes. ' .. .-

Unfortiinate],y, this statistical technique has proved.to be much
p

more unreliable in practice than it
f

was belLvedto'be in .fhe late sixties
0 \ .

.

-.' and early seventies \ 1977; Campbell and Webacher, 1974. The

actual test score adjUstnients are such that the error in the procedure is

\ -
. ,

7 v
%
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quite large. the technique has now become% controversial among statisti-

cians. The4entire AAI evaluation of Follow Through ii based upon it.
a

Another'controveisial aspect of the evaluation was whether to use

individual student scores or Class averages in the data.analysis. The AAI

analysis uses only, individual student scores. It has.been demonstrated

with the Follow Through data that Aone can obtain dramatically different,
4

results using class rather than student scores.. Many'leading authorities cs

say AAI should have used the class scores instead. This isknown.as the

'"units of analysis"roblem.

In spite, of these and other difficultiet, AbthAssociates published

its results in April, 197)% Based on their controversial techniques,',chey

drew two types of conclusions. One conclusion was that the difFerences

.in results from site to site 44rle very great. In other wordt, even within

\

the same model, e.g.. Direct Inst4ction, many of the:sites did better iri

test results tfian,the comparison classes but in at least two or three
, ;

Direct Instruciir sites the results-were.much worse than in the comparison
, .

classes. This grgat inte sitelvariation held for allemodels.' The :results
J°

.varied dramatically from site o site for every bne.
,

In fact, the inter i variation among'models was so sreat that the

. ,

4 . .
. .

.

.
.

AAI analysts. refused to sa that any particular.model was best. Put in
3\

. 7 .

another manner;differences between the sites within a given model were

. nearly as grit as the diff rences among the models. This was an embarrass- .

4

went for a study which had b en predicated on the idea of identifying the

. ,

"1"-t" model. In fact, the ffide "of Education insisted that AAI continue .

' 4

_

with the comparisons of model in spite.of AAIss,strong reservation about

doing so. In one critique of the evaluation, the finding of.irgreat intersite

V

8:
5:

ti



variation within models seemedto remain valid, dcspite the many,flaws of

t

the evaluation House, Glass McLean, andTalker,1978)
,

i
, .

..- . .. .

. .

The second set of AAI findings revolved around the classificdtion -of
-.

. .. .

the early'_childhood models on

fied model. into three types:

the basis of the model'sfgOal?. AAI classi

basic skills, cognitive/conceptual, And

affective/cognitive. AAI also classified the outcome measures into basic

skills, cognitive, and affective., This dual clasEificaeion seemed to be

'extremely.arbitrary and perhaps mistaken.

:The AAI analysts then matched the appropriate type of model with

the corresponding outcome measure. In other words, one would expeCt the

socalled "basic skills" models to do better on the basic skikls'measures

and so on: This gav mblance of fairness to the eValuation and dis

guised the fact that the evaluation primarily consisted of standardized

achievement tests, the traditional measures on which one might expect
; -

"basic skills" models, which emphasized. rote learning skills foundon such
/.

tests, to do better.
t

The AAI analysts'found that the "basic skills" models did better

on bath basic skills outcomes and on the affective measures. The "cognitive"
9

and "affective" models did better on none of the measures. All this, pf

course, was within the context of poWerfpl,intersite variation, which is to
,

say that any gin site from a particular "affective" model might do

extremely well on all the measures. For example, AAI ranked the

Bank Street model in the middle in terms of effects, one of its sites was

among the best.

4,
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In the milieu of the tifies, the AM_ finding that "basic skills",

models are better was seized upOn,by the mass 'media and the finding of

Antersite variation was Virtually ignored. Articles vierec4rried in the

ft
New York Times, Wall Street-Journal, Washington Pbst, Newsweek, and most of

thamajor newspapers in the country.WThe newspapers were not; careful in
. .

their coverage of the.fin4pgs, simplifying r4 iesults coNderably. Even

.
.

. )
),

the AAI analysts were goved,to protest the distorted coverage in the Boston

..
newspapers.

1 4 .

Perhaps the most widely circulated report Was that of the_ conservative

syndicated columnist, James J. Kilpatrick. In a column,that can only be

labeled a parody co\the AAI report,'KilpatriCk wondered why it had..talteN

the educators so much time and money to diScOver the obvious out,schooling. '

His view of the 'basic skills" models was no closer to reality than his

description of the "affective" models. His column was'igidgly circulated '.

k t

across the country Under various headlines supplied by local newspapers
?

*

'including "Basics Beats Funsies in School," "A Nation of Illfterates,lran

;'Basic Edtcaion Offers Alternatives, to Numbskulls.".

.

In response to'7otests about the evaluation by Sponsors and others,

.4
the Ford FoYindation. funded a third party critique of the evaluAion by a

panel,. of evaluation1xp . The panel found the intersite variation
o u,

..;1
. , s

finding substantially, correct. However, the findings cyparing the models

i

were invalid. The criti:que-assetted that the evalustion,contained a Series

of errors and inadequacies.

For example,'the narrowness of the scope,of meaburement and its

bias towards certain models precluded statements about which models were

.

D
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best .Some'of the Instruments had questionable reliability, and the

classification of both the models and measures was misleading. Further-

.

more, the evaluation contained two substantial statistical flaws. When

these flaws were corrected, no models br model types proved to be bette'

even.giyenthe traditional measures used as outcome data: Nonetheless,

_the finding of intersite variation held up under the reanalysis of the

4

.critique (F or the full yersion of the critique, see House, Glass, McLean ,

and Walker, 1978).

A Aumber of major issues. were raised b5,,,t.he Follow Through evaluation:

The Big Bang Theory. The ide;''that one can invent a model prbgram that will
, .

.---

-. .

"solve"
--n

cthe problems of disadvantaged children across the county was a
...,.;* . ,

,
.

strong element intejollow 11-Augh program. That belief' now seems to be

dissipating slowly bxt-steadily. The originators of the program,,and
)

possibly the sponsors, thought they could invent educational treatments that

would be far superior to the schooling traditionally'offered by the public
1

schools: Such dramatic gains were not forthcoming.

It may be that* any gains tier severely masked by the narrowness

ofthe traditional tests used to measure outcomes Of the early-childhood

foodels.. As a whole, though, the data did not show dramatic results. In

4

the AAI eval\lation-the Follow Through models as a whole did no better than

.did the' public school classes to which they were'compared: -it should be

. -
noted that the comparison cla sses themselves were often classes enriched

.

by Title I and 'other compensatory programs./ - L.

4.0
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with in Testing. The faith in testing was stropg. Government planners

never wavered from the view that gains in scores on standardized achievement
4

tests were the improvements they wanted, whatever else they got. To them.

the gains in test scores were surrogate,measu,es for improved chances later

in life. They insisted that, test scores be t'lle'iocus of 4* evaluation.

When the sponsors prOtested that traditional tes s were too narrow

to measure their program out,comes, Stanford Research ,14t tutee tigressed

confidence that they could develop new measures to coventhese new outcomes.

They tried but failed miserably. At the end SRI questioned their fai thlm

their own ability to develop such measures and cautioned other test
I.

developers.

.
.Most of the sponsors felt that the tests tlete.invaiid fo4heir 7-4. ? ,.. 4 " A

. 4 k

I . .

models and protested vociferously their exclusive use. Yet they persisted

in the program, hoping agaiRst hope, that in spite pf:poo 'tests, their own'
4

models would show up well on them. Faith do their own odels led there ...-

. . I
.

,
, 4

to believe they would do well on am tests. .
.

,

ry

Teaching-ts the Test. A familiar, issue .was raised by the evaluationteaching

tothe test. It is clear thali.teaching the exact items on a testis an

illegitimate activityunless the Items taught comprise the universe of
//

things to be learned. 'Most tests, such as standardized achievement, tests,

-.)

only sample 'the domain ofjearviing that is' being assessed. Teaching the

.
.

1 4--
.

A :. A

items invalidates the inference that the student -knows domain of knowledge -
.

the test 1st sampling. <4.

Other than teaciing the items, there are a number of thihgs one might.
. '

do to prepare for.the test, however. is a out the legitimacy pf those

12
/

A

.1-
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... . ,

activities that people'disagree.' At-the beginning of Follow Through, it
, .

,
.

.

was certain that -an achievement test would be an 'importantcomponent of the
. .A

..(

evaluation. Reportedly, one sponsor said, "We don't care what the.test'is:

Just tell us .what it is and we'll teach to it" (Egbert, 1971). Other
.

sponadts thought this was an infringement.

( . -

the Metropolitan Achievement Test (MAT), A test readily available for

. No matter what various sponsors did once they
4-

kneO the test was

.

ifspection, it was-frifatbas2pponsors did best when their curriculw
.

.
- .

.. .

'

materials come closest to the specific subtests. For example, the strongest

performance on any *Oast was turned in bDirect Instruction children on
.

the. "language" subtest of the MAT. The language subtest consists of a

cr

Section in which the students discriminate between incomplete sentences and
\,

,, \
. ,

"telling" and "asking" sentences. The other section calls for identifying
'

,errors in capitalization, punctuation, add usage'.

It was on this subtest that Direct Instruction turned'in by far .441'

the stronge-st perforMance of any sponsor an any test. In fact, this high

.

score accounts for much of Direct'Instructionl-s effectiveness on basic

skills, since the language subtest was included in basic skills measures.

A comparison of the subtest of the.JMAT with the third giade-lessons in

Distar,'the commercial versicl of DirectInstruction, shOws a close

similarity between the two. The format and instruction, though not specific
4

items, were the same. Distar children are relatedly arilled on content

. similar to the test. Is this teaching to the test? Different people give

different answers. Other sponsors may have geared some of their materials

40rowards the test too. We point out only one example: ,o,

13
4
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.

Measurement Problems. The evaluators were unable to tome up with anything

resembling a satisfactory instrument to measure.the less tangible outcomes

of the models. The'two affective instruments had serious deficiencies:

Other studies were attempted, such as assessing the impact of the models one

the comMunitiesin'which they were implemented. These were often dismissed

for lack of sufficient reliability. Information was ultimately limited to

students filling out pencil and paper tests. The interviews with parents

andiluestionnaires to teachers were not fully treated in the final evaluation.
.

report.. The focus of the evaluation was tionally narrow.

'Intersite Variation. Even within the traditional tests employed.there was

0

enormous variation in outcomes betweenvsites within the same models. ,This

was the one ccostant finding of the study. Local circumstances--parents,

teachers, peers, school environment, home envi:Onment--seemed to have a great

effect on the classroom outcomes. Even where the'early childhood yodels

had their greatest effect oft test achievement, their influence was very

modest, less than ten percent of the overall variation-in test scores.

Local conditions had a fax stranger impact: This finding raises questions

.about both the efficacy aid type of federal intervention in local districts.

According to this study, goternmetit programs are very limited in,tbeirTower

to affect traditional outcomes like test scores.

Implementation. Uncertainty has always existed as to how fully the early .

childhood models were implemented in the school sites. If any situation is

advantageous for modelimplementatfon, certainly Follow Through should have

been. 'The sites volunteered, to workAwith the sponsors. Both sites and
I ,Z

sponsors were paid a substantial sum of money to implement the models.

Sponsors worked with a limited number of sites,, usuallyless than ten, over

14
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a long period of time, most for many years. Several cohorts of children

went through the models.

Nonetheless,. th0re is evidence that the implementation was not

perfect. Early observation studies found differences in implementation

across classrooms within models (Stallings, 1975). Furthermore, some

sponsors no dotibtimpleiented their models more successfully than did other

sponsors.

Statistical Problems. The evaluation raised highly technical bitt important-

issues about the statistical analysis employed. The 'study demciRitrates

.147the limits of analysis of covariance techniques, used in this case Veyond

their capabilities.. The implications are that certain types of studies,

such as those wiih---snon-equivalent tontrol groups, should not be conducted

since the statistical corrections cannot be made reliably. A great numbei

of studies are of this type.

Second, the evaluation demonstrates without doubt that the unit

of ana is employed- -the individual stident, the class, or the schOol

districthas a dramatic effect on the results. The.selection of_the unit

becomes a major ptoblem in the design of most studies. In most cases the

classroom is probably the appropriate unit of analysis.

Large Scale Experiments., This evaluation throws into question the utility

of allall large scale experiments. The costs were exorbitant. The evaluation

alone cost nearly $50 million; The information gained was not worth the

cost. The idea-that one tau definitively-d 'j or

-

questions; such as which is the best model of early chladhood education is.

dubious. A series of small studies that contribute to developing knowledge

over a period of time is more informative thanfa massive one. The expectation
1



'\

thai such a large experiment. will resolve major problems is unrealis-
A

tic.
v

15

Fairness. The sponsors were promised early in the evaluation that &Ale less
R I

tangible outcomes of their models. would be measured. The evaluation was

unaile to deliver on Ais promise. By-the time,thn true nature of the

evaluation became clear, the sponsors were heavily. invested and entrenched

in sites. Thus the evaluation agreement was unfetto the sponsors. Much

of the sponsor's sense of moral'outrage can be attributed to a feeling of

being treated unfairly. Evaluators should not make promise they cannot

keep. At the very least they should renegotiate the understanding between

themselves and those being evaluated.

Press Coverage. The interpretation of the Follow Through evaluation was

significantly affec4d, even distorted, by the mass media. In fact, most

,people's perceptions, even professionals, were shaped by the press coverage

rather than the actual study. This is a serious problem. What the press'

seems to do is to feed stereotypes that they think the public already has.

This is the line of easiest and most succinct communication for them.

Unfortunately, it also distorts ibl messages conveyed.

.
In this case, the press sieized upon the "basic skills" label and

read their own meaning into it. Since the public was'concerned about "back

to banics,"''the Follow Through'evaluation was fodder for that particular

movement. In the AAI study reading comprehension was not included as a

"basic skills;" measure but'as d'cognitivdtmeasure.' Few parents would want

"basic skills" that exclude reading. Yet the press seized only the label

itself, a label supplied by the-AAJanalysts.

10
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.The damage doneby such a misinterpretatiOn is almost impossible
4. :

..

to reverae. The mass media are not interested in corrections of yeaterdaytk

headlines, The fault is not entirely 4e media's since only a few people,
.

$
',I

--
mad understand thr e AAI report as it Was written - -two, thousand pages of 0, -

, .

. .-

statistics,And tables. The media may seize on the simple, the-familiar, and
..--

ignore the complex in self-defense. But the,potential for misinformation

in the interaction between expertise and the mass media 1,..S formidable. In
,

.

the case of Follow Through it maferialized.

'I

Government Policy. Finally, one must question the government policy that

shaped the Follow Thi6ugh evaluation. Policy based on the "big bang ", theory

ti

assumed there could be an invention or discovery of a model program that

would solve the problem of educating disadvantaged children in the early liears

of school. Further, it assumed that models could be successfully

141emented and uniformly effective under any number of differing local!

conditions. These assumptions seem considerably more dubious today than

when Follow Through began.

That is not to say that the federal government should not develop

new programs. But one might expeCt the new prograMs'to have differential

effects in different settings. The same program may be desirable ifi one

place and not in another, desirable even for one group in the same place

and not for another. It does mean that the government should not propagate

one "best" model to the exclusion of all others, since the effects may differ,

if in fact they are even ascertainable.

A second reform is necessary in the federal government's evaluation

policy. Federal evaluation policy for the last decade has been built onr
certain assumptions manifested in the Follow Through evaluation. It has

r 17
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am,

V

-, .4

assumed tilt there is agreement on program goals and inqhe outcome measures,
.

. .

.

. .

.

almost always test scores, on which, the programs.are to be assessed. It

also assume§ simple cause and effect relationships.

There are places when such assumption F re valid, where such

t

approaches to evaluation will work, but the United States as a whale is 'not
-.

one of them (House, 1978). In a society as pluralistic as the U.S.'")p _eople
. .

,.

4 I, .

often disagree on goals for schooling. They certainly disagree on outcome .
.

, .

cr

And
.measures by which to assess prdgiamS. And the cause and effect relktionships

in the social sciences are exceedingly complex. Perhaps the final judgment-
:

is that the Follow Through evaluation was entirely too simple for the context

in which it was employed.

The material in this publication' was prepared pursuant to a contract
with -the National Institute of Education, U.S. Department of'Health,
Education and Welfare. Contractors undertaking such prOjects under
government sponsorship are'encouraged to express freely their judgement
in. rofessional and techniCal matters. Prior to publicatinn, the manq-
sc i t was submitted to the Area Committee for Early Childhood Education
at the Uniyersity-of Illinois for critical 'review and determination of
professional competence. This publication has met such' standards.
Po&nts of view or opinions, howdver, do not necessarily represent the
official view or opinions of either the-Area Committee or the Nattcnal
InAitute df Education.
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