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Model Indicators of
Program Quality for Adult
Education Programs

Overview

The Adult Education Act establishes the federal role in supporting the provision of basic
skills instruction to educationally disadvantaged adults. The Act authorizes the US.
Department of Education to provide basic grants to states that support local instruction to
adults in adult basic education (ABE), adult secondary education (ASE), and English-as-
second-language (ESL) programs. The Act also promotes quality in state and local
programs through requirements for program evaluation. The most recent amendments to
the Act, embodied in the National Literacy Act of 1991, highlight the importance of
program quality by requiring that

Within one year after the enactment of the National Literacy Act of 1991, the
Secretary, in consultation with appropriate experts, educators and administra-
tors, shall develop indicators of program quality that may be used by State and
local programs receiving assistance under this title as models by which to judge
the success of such programs, including success in recruitment and retention
of students and improvement in the literacy skills of students. Such indicators
shall take into account different conditions under which programs operate and
shall be modified as better means of assessing program quality are developed
(Section 361 (c) of the Adult Education Act).

In addition, the National Literacy Act requires that states develop and implement their
own indicators of program quality to be used to evaluate programs assisted under this title
“to determine whether such programs are effective, including whether such programs are
successfully recruiting, retaining and improving the literacy skills of the individuals served
in such programs” (Section 331 [a}[2] of the Adult Education Act). The indicators must be
integrated into the state's evaluation system for local programs. States have until July
1993 to develop and implement their indicators.



Quality Indicators, Measures, and Performance Standards

The National Literacy Act specified that indicators were to be developed in the areas of
recruitment, retention, and learning gains. In addition, the Department identified two
general topic areas for which indicators were to be developed: program process and
content, and student outcomes. Program process and content refers to components of
the program that define how it operates, such as program planning, recruitment of
students, intake, assessment, staff characteristics, curriculum and instructional content,
materials and equipment, assessment of student progress, evaluation, and follow-up.
Student outcomes refers to the impact of the program on students, such as learning
gains and goal attainment.

To guide the development of the model indicators, the Department established a
framework for the quality indicator development process. It was especially important to
distinguish quality indicators from measures and performance standards. The three
terms are often used interchangeably, yet they differ conceptually. Defining them clarified
the development process and the meaning of a quality indicator.

Quality Indicator. A quality indicator is a variable that reflects effective and efficient
program performance. Indicators were defined for each of the above topics.

Measures. A measure is defined as the data used to determine the quantitative level of
performance. For example, retention may be measured by the number of hours students
remain in the program. '

Performance Standards. A performance standard defines a level of acceptable
performance in terms of a specific numeric criterion. For example, a retention
performance standard may be established for a single point in time or to measure
changes in performance over time.

To meet the requirements of the National Literacy Act, the Department limited its work to
the development of model indicators of program quality, although some sample measures
were also developed to clarify the quality indicators. States may select their own specific
measures and standards of program performance after they have developed their own
indicators of program quality.
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