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LBSTRACT

This paper reviews two najot advances in p:eschool
evaluation strategy that developed as a result of trying to evaluate
Head Start, and proposes another evaluation approach. The first
advance in evaluvation procedure was to conceive educational
objectives in terms of processes rather than products; that is, there
vas a shift from achievement tests to tests of cognitive process
based on Piagetian problem-solving tasks. The second evaluation
advance was to recognize the importance of comprehensiveness by
extending evalunation content to include affective and social as well
as cognitive processes. The alterpative plan proposed in this report
- entails systematic and comprehensive evaluation of the child's school
. environment, to be followed by a theoretical analysis of the
- potential impact of his school experience. This approach represents a
shift in emphasis from the assessment of impact on children to the
assessment of the antecedent condition, the classroom emnvironment. To
implement such an approach to the evaluation of early childhood
education programs, there is a need to explicitly foramulate
propositions regarding how and why preschool programs should work. Onm
the basis of such a framework, methods pust be devised for moving
into a classroom and reliably describing, in gquantitative teras
vherever possible, the salient dimensions of its environment and its
interactions. (CS)
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A Radical and Regrecsive Solution to the Problem of maluation*

Eerhert Zimiles
Bank Street College of Education

-

The ixrony of the title of this presentation stems from my observation that

the more cur current efforts to evaluate educational programs strive for rale-

vance, the more invalid thcy beeome. Ha.ving reluctantly came to this conclusion,

I propose that we radically change our methodological framewc:k for evaIuaticn.

: ALet us examine the case for this proposal.

When Project Head Start was instiwted, thexeby vastly expanding preschool

- education, it was accompanicd by a mandate to evaluate its effectiveness. ' The

implication was that the program would stand or fall by 'this _eval'uation.

The evaluation of Head Start seemed precisely the situation which required

~ the kind of caaprebensive evaluation we at Bank Street College had been advocat=-

ing and had begqun to put into pfactice.t One of the guiding principles of our
vork has been the conception of schools as psychological fields, as environments

which significantly influence children's psychological develorment--cognitive,

affective and social--rather than as mere training grounds for academic skills.

Our book, The Psycholocical Impact of School Experience (Minmuchin, Ribox, Shapiro,
and Zimiles, 1952) reports tha resulis of on effori to implement and test this
point of view by systematic and empirical evaluation. The rescarch was an in-
tensive study of ninc-ycar-old children who were attending very different kinds
ol schools. ‘e cxanined the wav in which these different educetional experiences
ha¢ affected the children's self-awareness, interpexrsonal skills, prohlem-golving
patterns, group behavior, and other aspects of psychological functioning which

relate to human develomment.

-

tradepted Jrom o paper peesented at the linnecota Round Table in Early Childhood
Laacation, weyrata, linnccola, June 2-9, 1973,
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The evaluation of Head Start: hmver, took a quite different. and more
traditional turn. The fi.rst evaluat ion studies were conducted by psychumetri-
cians whose main concern was for the experimental design of the study. Few of
the existing instrunments had been standavdized for use with young children, and
since a quant.itative evaluation requi.ms a standardizedq test, the Stanford-Binet
was almost autcmatically selected as the instrment to bg used to evaluate the
. effectweness of Head Start. Much more attention was given to prcblems of
”samplmg, the designation of propex cont.v;cl groups. and appropriate methads of" |
statistical analysis of the data. !?e\'fertheless,‘ questions inevitably arose re-
garding the relevance of Sf:énford'—Bi.net itemé for an evaluation of the impact of
preschool cducation and the search was on for intellectual measures whose. content
was closer to the teaching and learning which actually went on in preschool and
which mo::é accurately reflected the cultural values of the population under
study. As a result, the prioritics of :tandardization and quantification in the
cvaluation instxuments were lowered and the criterion of content relevance was
raised to a more central position.

The concept of relevance gracually broadened, and became increasingly
sophisticated. Other measures of intellectual aptitude or achievement were
added. Then a more significant change occurred. Largely under the impetus of
the Piagetian rebirth, many investigatoxs began to emphasize that preschool

should be fostering the ability to think and function effectively on problem-
solving tasks. The axgument emphasized that preschools, especially those attempt-
ing to provide caspensatory education, should be less concerned with training
children to achieve specific skills or to learn specific academic content angd
more concerncd with fostering cognitiye growth--now that Piaget and Bruner and
others had helped claxify what we meant by cognitive growth. Accordingly, eval-

vators were adnonished to revise their assesgment proccedures etill furthor and
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focus on measurcs of cognitive p::oeess as well as cognitive achievement.

Each adjustment which dofined criteria in‘éreater breadth scemed to represent
important progress; it meant that evaluators were beginning to sce the fallibil-
ity of their simplistic criteria and that educators of young children were caming
to grips with the fact that they were not.merély concerned with training chiﬁBr#n
to learn spocific tasks. Program innovations such as the introdnction of a
“Piagetian curriculun® vﬁrtually dictated that evaluation criteria be defined in
terms of cognitive process var:.ables. )

The nert move forward, not surprisingly, was to extend the definition of
edncational objectiv;» and evaluation criterxia beyond the cegnitzve realw. The
fact that many psychologists found this new domain an alien one is revealca by
the reference to it ac "non-cognitive.® Thus, although the social and affective
critoria were defined by ekclusion they were, at least, beginning to be regarded
as essential elements in a camprehensi;; évaluaticn battery.

Now, after less than a decade of intensive efforts to evaluate Head Start
and the new prograns in open education, two major advances have occurred:

(1) educational objectives are being defined in temms of developmental processes
rather than discrete productsy and (2) the content of evaluation studies has been
extended to include affective and social as well as cognitive processes.

While this amazing progress ;s to be applauded, one wonders how much advance
in educational evaluation has actually been nmade. My own rescrvations are based
on scveral considerations. Perhaps the most obvious concern is that when we
examine the array of ncasures radiating from IQ and achiovement tests to tests
of cognitive processes and then to tests of social functioning and personality,
we find a concomitant decline in validity. 1In attempting to measure cognitive
processes rather than products, our usce of problem=solving situations as opposed

to conventional teest items leads to a moxtes roduction in the anount of cognitive
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behavior sampled, bacause it takes much more time to assess problem-solv .ng bo-
‘havior.. Whi;é prnblemAsoiving taské, on the surface, seom amenable to extensive
analys@s of quaiitative feat#tes of pexfoﬁmance, in rﬁality.'pnly a small numbey
of behavidral characteriaﬁics can be categorized reliably. The net effect of
introduczng such new methods ol assessnant is to reduce the variability of
scores which adversely affects both reliahility'and validity of‘measurement.
"Thus..prdblem-solving techniques have limited potential for yielding highly
-vdiffcrcﬁtiating quantitative data, as camparcd with the wide'rénée’cf”écﬁréé and
the high rciiability of multiple;itemed intellectual aptitude tests which sample
‘many donmaine, Personélity ne, sures are, of course, even less useful; at best;, _
they have a degree of construc: validity which cannot be understood in quantita-
‘tive temms. It is hard to conceive of a single personality test which has the
- psychometric credentials to sexve as a ecriterion measure in an educational eval-
uiation. -t

Another disappointing note is that an increase in the breadth of asscsement
has not always becn accospanied by a shift from product to process orientation.
While consorvation and other Piagetian cognitive attributes are replacing the
learning of the alphabet in so-called innovative programs, such programs still
scen just a&s concerned with training as those of the past. Conservation skills
have merely replaced more traditional content in what remains a vexy traditional
fom of edugation. If children afe to be drilled and trained, perhaps it would
b2 better to train them in something that secred useful to tham, something which
has face validity. Piaget uzes the conservation paradigm, onong othors, to illus-
trate a mode and level of cognitive functioning. Whether or not a child consexves
nunber may be quite revealing about his level of cognitive development, but it is
not at all clear that a child vho is treined to conzerve is very different Irom

onn who haz not been so trained.
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If the recent reform in évélua{tion mthodclogy has been distorted by many
of those who have adopted a tiagetian approach, even greater errors of judgment
have been compitted in the name of persnnality assessmont. I hawe received
urgent phone calls asking for a good personality measure to be included in an
evaluation battery in the same way that distributors arce phoncd by st:orekecpers
:egarding a new h.nc of items they want includad on their shelves. The fact
'that persmality measurement“ remains one of the great' unsolved problems of more
“than 50 years of research activity segms not to have penctrated those new Gon-
',verts who have suddenly recoemized the value of camprehcnaive, develogmental
a,pproéches to echxczition. Their indiscriminate enthusiasm is not aecmnpanied by
an agpreciation of tha conceptual and methodological ccmplerities involved in
vorking with personality data. There is, therefore, every reason to be pessimisi~
tic about prdspccts for devisiﬁg personality measures good enough t0 be used in
large~gscale evaluation studies. I have‘ begunv to believe that we have m&de an
errxor in not taking Goxden Allport's (1937) call for idiographic measurcment of
personality more seriously. One of the problens with personality measurement
is that different traits are differentially salient for differﬁnt children (or
adults). Across-tho-board measurement of a particular trait generates a hodge-
podge of data. The éata gathered £from thoze for whom the trait is salient may
be quite teliing,-but :he data obtained from the rest of the sample may have
little or no functional significance.

buring the days vhen we were struggling with the problem of evaluating Head
Start, &e were threarted in our cefforts to get Head Start teachers to tell us vhat
their main objectives were and to describe how they proposed to reach them. The
lack of recdiness of cducators to contribute to a substantial formulation of
cdvcztional nethods and geals has hunpered evaluation stadies. Finally, at the

end of the scheol yeur, we turncd to some avticulote teachers in the Larly



Childhood Center which Bank Strect College was then operaﬁing in a povarty arca
and asked them to :uix down the .li.st‘cf children in their class, indica.ting‘ for
each child the arcas of Qréatest growth during the pﬁeschool yemﬁ. in alinést
e.very‘ instance, these f.eachers singled out for ecsisidoxation a £_a¢et qf th_e N
child's personality or social hehavior which had dominated his functioning in
school and which had undergone change in response to their méthod of wdrking :
with t&he child, Bﬁt' ti;e_attribu_tes and .context varied for each child. The:ce _
was no question in the"minds of -tﬁe teachers who provided these data regaxdinq
the central role played by personality factérs in the school livés of these young
children, but it would have been impossible to capturc the points they were mak-
ing through fhe syste:ﬁﬁtic application of a particular persenality scale or in- |
ventory. Each child ménifested a distinctive configuration of personality end
sociai characteristics. - | |

Another problem, well knowh to e#e&yonc but just as widely ignored, which
bedevils those who scck a more rclevant and comprchensive evaluation of school
prograns is the fact that a good deal of educational intervention is expected to
have future rather than immediate impact. Yet evaluation research is so domin-
ated by a mechanistic, push-pull cutlook that we have learned to pretend that
whatever findings shouv up immediately constitute the essential impact of an cu~
cational program. Such a perspective invites a narrew and superficial approach
to education. |

Foxr all ﬁhese reasons, none of them new, I cannot celebrate the long ovexdue
move toward more relevant and more comprchensive evaluation. I have indicated
that there are limits to the degree to which such goals can be attained and have
observed that same of the notions of relevance and comprahensiveness have been
misunderstood and distorted, thereby threatening to discredit the approach as a

vhole. I have alse noied that comprehensive evaluation is severcly limited unless



we' are willing to ascess the iong-tem impact of ‘ed\‘:catimal programs.
A ’J.‘his very pessimistic analysis does not imply that the ¢fforts described
~ should be discont*; nued,  We At'vill’ not éélve those important problems unless we
continue to work at them. I can think of no more challenging resea::ch for a
dc\relopmen{ al peychologist than that of attenpting to analyze the events of a
éreschool clas~~~om in tems of their pc-hential. influence on»the participating
ch:u.dz:cn. and .on to devise an assessmnt of the chil.dren s chaxacteristics
_ which. are hypothesi..ed as being mfluenced. However, such work: cannot and should
- not carry the labéle—or the burden--of cvaluation bpcaﬁse it;é £indings, by defi-
nition, lack the infallibility and defin;tivcness we autamatically associate wit-h , :
evaluation. {/hen negative results are obtained thoy are mﬁch more iikely to ro-
flect the methodological weaknesses of the study than the failure of the educa~
tional progrmn. The peonle wori:ing on suc studies should not be constrained by
thc des ign requiremonts of evaluation, }aér slxouid they be required to carry the i
poychological) and politicul burden of determining whether a pr'ogram will stand
or fall en the basis of a clearly inadequate study. Without the pressures of
scxrving as an evaluator, rescarchers are likely to be less defensive, and more
critical of thoir work and therofore freer to change and improve it.
If the cvaluation of the impact of educational programs on children is to
be discontinued because such evaluations ave cither too incomplete or, when they
strive for comprehensivencss, i.wvalid, then how shall programs be evaluated?

The alternative plan here preoposcd siaply entails systematic and comnrehcncive

cvalnation of the child's novcholorical school environent, to ba folloved Ly a

theoretical analysis of the potential immact of his school exmerience. This would

entail a shift in emphacic from the assessment of impact on children to the
ssncuenent of the antecedont condition, the classrocn enviromient. Ivena those

evaluation proccdures vhich follew the currant mode of focusing on the impact of

A
'




the program on thevchildrén are increasingly calling for a detaileé descrixﬁ'tion
of the school enviromment. Their intevest is primarily in more clearly defining
the indcpendent va:iaSh of an évaluatim stixdy. Hany evaluvation studies have
raported outcame data on participating children without knowing with any degree
of certainty or detail what the natu:e of the program was whose ﬁ:pact was being
dmmentod. Indeed, some evaluators make a vi.ttno of such. :lgnoranee by claiming
that they are unbiasea by any prior e::posure to the program whose impact they
“assess. During once of ouyr evaluaf:ion studics of Project Head Start, we cbserved
that many cf the children whom we had extensi\rely tested had hardly attended thn‘
'!tead Start pmgram whose mpact: ve were struggling to moasure. It is equany
absuxd to assess the impact of a program without considering what- actuany wont
on in the Program. Yot, most evaluators sclect the‘: assesment in‘-t:mnents
without firsthand knewledge of the progran s way of oparating. Apparently, eval-;
uators vicw their task as a fishing oxpadition in strange waters; they cast the
best nets available and hope for a good catch. The way in which the dependent
variables which axe being measured by the evaluation instruments are described
makes it scem as though the mcasures have been chosen on the basis of a thcooreti-
cal analysis of the actual educational phencmena to be evaluated, but in reality
the measures are selected on the basis of convenience, availability, and a supor-
ficial judgment of relevance. As'matters now stand, when one preschool program
is reported as having "scored higher® in evaluation than another, my main conclu-
sion is that the content of the arxbitvarily chosen evaluation criteria more
closely nmatched the transactions which tool: place in one program than the otheyx.
Our inability to measure the impact of a program preocisely or comprehensive-
ly is wndexstandedle in the light of existing methodological limitations, but
Lhese linications o not apply teo the task of conceptualizing and describing

the progran itself. %Those who initiate and operate o program should be able to
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descriﬁe what they are doing and what tts:éy are trying to accanpl&sh- The task
of describing and recording clossroom interaction is of a very different order
of mgnitude from that of attemptmg to measure how a child's psychic crganiza-
tion and functxonmg has been affected hy experiencing such an envirmmcnt. It
is a pm.admc t.bat wo have the xesponsi.buity and the ca@acity to desc::ibe and
record the essential character of an educational p:ogramp yet do not do 807 anrl»
at»thc same tim, ve do not knoss hawtoassessthc impact of a complex set of |
g -expericnces on the psychological functiming of a developing child, yet we pe:-
sist in trying to do 50. | |

- But whore are we in ou: evaluation if we simply docment'thq‘qa.t_uré of the
progrem as it occurs but are unrcady to assess its impact on the participating
children? Wo must carxy our analysis of the program one step fuxther., Just as
it is the obligation of a program initiatoi: and director to deseribe the nature
of his program, so is it his resygonsibi‘uty to justify its usefulness on the
basic ol sone specificd conceopiual Lremework. Any set of aclions directed
tavard care and development of children is based upon an explicit or implicit
sct of propositions rcegarding the consequences of the proposed activities.
Without a rational basis for its operation, a program dues not deserve to be
inplencented.

Most educators operate on a largely intuitive level. Their conceptual
framework is more implicit than explicit. The forma of evaluation I am advocat-
ing requires that this framoework becuame explicit. One of the greatest obstacles
to progress in early childhood cducation is that formulation of the nature of
the young child and his development is incoplete as is a conceptual scheme for
educatioranl progrorming in relation to our underctanding of the child. If such
an articvl:ited theoretical 1”“&.*&«’01’.'}' eiticted, both in relotion to the child and

to an ccucational pragram for hinm, it should be poszsible to arrive at a scot of



prchdu:es for describing and recording educational envircments and for _axﬁalyz- |
ing such ehviraments in tems of tﬁeix potential impact om the participating
children, ‘rhus. we need a system that eodifies nbservatmns of the adult models
to vhich a child is expo ed in school, the enotienal climate of the classrocm.
Athe natnre of the activities he experiences, the kinds of stimulation he receives,
the values tranmitted, and other related facets of the school enviro:ment that
are likely to affect his dcveloment. In my view, this is the esse_nce of ednea-
.timl evaluation and until—we-f-boeqme betterable --to:a'ssess- thé -impact of pro= -

grans on child.fen, cur primaxy method of evalnéting earlj' childhood éducation

- prog:ams should be to describe in great detail what they consist of and how they

operate, and then hypothesize, on the basis of our theoxetical f::amework, how a
given program will affect children. While such a épe’cula‘.:ive approach to evalua~
tion may lack the -apparcnt advantages of current, 'prefermd. cmpirical methods
for validating a program, we are deludihg oursclves, wasting time and cffort,
nicinterpreting data and thereby subverting educntional planning, by continuing
to ignore the glaring deficiencies of empirical methods of evaluating eduwcation-
al impact and neglecting those activities of observation and theeretical analy-
sie which arc nceded to shore up our conceptual framework for program planning.
e need to obsoxrve children and programs much nore than we do and we need to
deal actively with the obligation to articulate and elaborate our concoptual
framework. One of the reasons wh;; assessment of impact hags not progressed is
the poverily of our thinking about children and programs. The more articulate we
bacone about children and programs, the sharper and more effective will be our
thinking about the assessinent of impact., As already emphasized, I am not sug-
gesting that efforts to assess impact should ccase; on the contrary, they should
expond, but not under the acgis of evaluation.

Vhile thz procedural changes I ¢m recomasnding may seen radical, they are
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nbﬁ at all new, hﬁt siﬁply déséribe how we now function moét of the time. | The
pmposition ig that these procedums becene codified._ Most inst:.tutions and
acti\utics are cvaluatcd in the fa..}uon here rccommended. ne have vexry little
sy;tcmatic. ‘experimentally cq_nt;;ollcd_ da,tavrcgarding the efficacy of any of aur
most import@nt acﬁi#itips.qr institutions. we_&o not know if going to a muéeum
‘ox libraxy os concert reali’y makes a difference nox do we h‘as"e sound evidence
reqarding the Valuc of taking a trlg to Eurqpb; yct-we ungrudgingly spend larqe
sum... of money on such v»ntures. If we a::e selectmg a camp for our ch:.ld, we

- do not ask for data info:'mi-ng us a*mut the average sei::tning speed imprwement.‘
.no:. would ve h\., vory mch ini‘luenc-cd by such data were it available. In oﬁr
eV11uat10n of the canp or the trxp or the muc eum, we systomatically exanine the
environment and analyze its potential foxr prolucing cextain ﬁusually multiple}
désired conscauences, and make our decision accordingly. As a mattor of.fact,

I suspect that most of us, vere we selé%ting a preschool for our children, would
not. place much stock in existing cmpivical validity data no matter how ccﬂnlc.c,
but would instead base our evaluation on a visit to the school. Of course, it
vould be good if we could obtain sound, quantitative data regarding the value of
all of the abovee-mentioned activitics, but until such data are forthconing, we
would be wise to sharpoen our methols for looking at ond deseribing these insti-
tutions and developing our conceptual framework regarding hose they function to
produce particular outcomes.

To implcaent such an agproach o the cvaluation of carly childhood education
prograns, vwe reed to organise and eloborate our ideas and knowledje of young chile-
dren, and formulate explicitly our propositions regarding how and why preschool
programs should work. Given such a framework, we can move to the classroom for
a reliable dercription, in cquantilative temms wihisrever possible, of the sinlicat

dimansions which constiltule 3ts cavironnent and it+s interactions.



we_need to adept this apsrﬁach, not‘oﬁly‘be;ause it will impiqve our
méthods of evaluction, but because of the impact it would have on ‘cur‘rent train-
ing and planmung in early childhood ccucation. It Qili foster an imagd of theA
classrod$ as a ficld, ccnSictiﬁg 62 multiplé»interactions ané dvynamics which have
a great variet r ¢£ conscquences. ‘EValuation of impact has héd the cffbct of
circumscribing the scope of a classroom. It fosters an approach to teaching in
 wh1ch ‘the teacher works hackward from the evaluatxcn proceduru; her concept of
- hex goals and her methods become increa"ingly bouna to the content- of the evaluva~ -
tion instruments., I£ we need @ jaxgon to describe these contrasting outlooks.,
we can tem one node of cvaluation,divcrgcnt.and the othexr convergent. Dut most 3
importont, the procedure I an rcécmmnnding Places the focus of early childhaod
education where it belongs--on the study of children in school and the develop-
ment of theoxeticnl constructs for explaining the influence of their school

Y
erporience.
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