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Deﬁning Program Evaluation
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• How effective is our math program?

ow

Ed

As legislation and departments of education place increasing emphasis on performance and
accountability, school leaders are more frequently called on to make decisions about the effectiveness of school programs, practices, and strategies. How good those decisions turn out to be is
largely a function of the quality of information on which the decision was based. Program evaluation provides school leaders with the information they need to make good decisions about programs, practices, and strategies in use or being considered for use at a school or district. It can
answer questions such as:

ow

• How effective is our reading intervention program?
• How well does our classroom instruction align with our curriculum and learning goals?

Br

• Are our response to intervention (RTI) strategies meeting the needs of all students?
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• To what degree are we focusing on higher-order thinking skills?
• How effective is our family and community involvement program?

aw

• Are our grouping and regrouping practices effective and efficient?
• How effective is our school behavior program?
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As in these examples, the specific questions addressed by the evaluation process will vary, but
the process used to find the answers will be similar. The goal of program evaluation is to use data
to guide decisions about how well school programs are working and to do so in a way that is both
time and cost effective.

Why Conduct a Program Evaluation?
Program evaluation is an essential tool in many professions, including medicine, science, government, engineering, and business. Learning how to conduct an evaluation enables leaders “to
create the best possible programs, to learn from mistakes, to make modifications as needed, to

3
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Our Team Norms
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Be impartial.
Base recommendations on the data alone–not opinion, emotion,
or peer pressure.
Listen hard.
Participate fully and ensure that everyone is heard.
Assume good intent.
Resolve conflict with respect.
Keep agreements.
Attend all meetings prepared.
Be on time.
Respect the confidentiality of work sessions.
Accomplish tasks in a timely manner.
Honor group norms.

ke
r

Figure 2.3: Sample evaluation team norms.

Communicate the Process Early
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Talking with the staff about an upcoming program evaluation well before it begins will help
alleviate concerns about the outcomes. Similarly, providing the opportunity for staff members to
indicate interest in serving on the team will create greater interest and buy-in. Use the skills and
abilities listed on page 11 to select team members. Let staff members know that you will be looking
for a specific mix of skills and experience within the team, and that there may be more interest in
serving than spaces available, so not everyone who volunteers may be selected. Stress that there
will be opportunities to provide input during the evaluation process and that you welcome that
involvement. Conversely, if there are fewer volunteers than necessary, think about those on staff
who have the skills and abilities needed, and approach them directly.
Once the evaluation team has been selected, the second column of the evaluation blueprint can
be completed, as shown in figure 2.4.
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Identifying Data Collection Methods
The way the data is collected depends on the research questions to be answered. In matching
the data collection methods to the questions, there are four broad categories of data that schools
most often use in program evaluations:
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1. Student learning data. Includes summative and interim assessments, such as state test
results, school or district assessments, end-of-course examinations, grade point averages,
and on-time promotion rates
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2. Teacher data. Includes data that describe staff characteristics, such as effectiveness measures, professional preparation, experience, attendance, and participation in individual,
school, and district-level professional development
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3. Demographic data. Includes descriptive information, such as student and teacher attendance rates, student socioeconomic status (that is, measures of poverty), gender, ethnicity,
and other factors that describe the context in which the program operates
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4. Perception data. Includes information related to what students, parents, teachers, and
others think or believe about a program, practice, or strategy
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Some of this information, such as statewide assessment results, will be readily at hand, or at
least attainable via a review of school and district records. Other data will need to be collected
through a variety of other methods that will be discussed in this section. Regardless of the source
of the data, program evaluations should employ more than a single type of data in answering
the research questions. This will provide multiple perspectives on which to base decision making. When considering which data would best be collected through which data source, be sure to
consider those that may be of particular importance to a group of stakeholders, as its absence may
weaken confidence in the results of the evaluation. To collect data in the areas described, six kinds
of data collection tools are commonly used:
1. Surveys

aw

2. Interviews

3. Focus groups

H

4. Classroom observations
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5. Samples of student work

6. Documentary evidence

Surveys
Surveys are typically used when information is desired from a relatively large number of respondents or if it would be logistically difficult to talk with the respondents face to face (for example, if you wanted to collect information from every parent at the school). Surveys are most
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Classroom Observations
Observing students and teachers in classrooms is most useful when the evaluation is focused
on classroom-based programs, practices, or strategies, such as instructional methods, pacing, fidelity of implementation of a specific program or strategy, or classroom discipline.
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School principals are often the most effective observers of classroom practice as they have the
most experience and training in classroom observation. However, there is much to be said for peer
observation as it too provides strong evidence but also increases staff buy-in for the decisions that
grow from the evaluation. Because the program evaluation team members may also be peers, it is
essential to stress the importance of confidentiality, ensuring that what is seen in observations is
not discussed outside of the evaluation team and that observers refrain from providing feedback
to the teachers of the classrooms in which the observations are taking place. This is important
because a program evaluation is about the program, not about an individual’s performance.
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When a number of observers are involved, the issue of inter-rater reliability needs to be considered. Inter-rater reliability exists when all of the observers make the same, or very close to the
same, determinations no matter which of them does the observation (see page 71 for more information on inter-rater reliability). If there will be more than one observer, it is important that
they have an opportunity to practice collecting the information and that they reach an agreement about how to record the observations. It may be helpful for the principal to set time aside to
provide practice for team members using a volunteer teacher’s classroom or videos of classroom
instruction to practice data collection and calibration among all observers.
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The evaluation team should consider the costs and benefits of including observations in the
data collection plan. Observations can provide a helpful context to an evaluation, but they are
time consuming. In many cases, an observation can provide valuable insight into how teachers are
implementing a program, practice, or strategy, and how the learners are meeting program goals.
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Samples of Student Work
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Student work provides rich data for many research questions having to do with classroom instruction. In a typical sampling process, one week of student work is collected from every classroom teacher whose practice would potentially be impacted by the results of the program evaluation. For example, if the question deals with math instruction in grades K–3, all math assignments
from all teachers at those grade levels are collected. Evaluation team members look at each of these
assignments and the student work produced to answer research questions such as whether the assignments are at grade level, or whether the grading is comparable from classroom to classroom.
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Documentary Evidence
Valuable data can also be gathered through an analysis of the written curriculum and pacing
charts. This can reveal the degree to which curriculum aligns to state or Common Core standards,
and the degree to which that curriculum is reflected in classroom instruction. In this analysis, the
written curriculum is compared to the state or Common Core standards in a match-gap format
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Tips for Parent Surveys
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The deadline for return of the survey should be included on each survey and formatted to be
visually prominent. Two weeks is about right for most survey response turnarounds. Late survey
returns are problematic because they may come in after the data have been quantified. It is best
to decide in advance what is going to be done about survey results that arrive after the due date.
If late returns will not be considered, it is wise to include a statement to that effect in the survey
instructions.
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Since you need to receive as many completed surveys as possible, be sure to include a note at
the beginning of the survey that explains the survey’s importance for program improvement efforts. Include a contact or email address to which questions about the survey can be addressed.
As discussed previously, respondents must feel safe in responding honestly to survey questions.
In the instructions for the survey, include an explanation of how respondents’ anonymity will be
guaranteed.
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Finally, include instructions on how to return the survey, or, if it is a hard-copy survey, a self-addressed stamped envelope. Mailed surveys from the school usually get good returns, but as postage rates increase, it can be an expensive proposition. Even so, it is best not to send the surveys
home with students as they often do not make it into the hands of parents.
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Electronic surveys can be very effective. There are many free or inexpensive web- and softwarebased survey-creation tools available, for example: Moodle (http://moodle.org), Survey Monkey
(www.surveymonkey.com), Survey Gizmo (www.surveygizmo.com), or Zoomerang (www
.zoomerang.com). There are many of these tools available, but take care to ensure the tool you
select (especially if you select a free tool) either has charting and graphing capability built in or
the survey results can be easily exported to a spreadsheet program, like Microsoft Excel, in which
graphs and charts are easy to create. You may already have a program at your school that has this
capability, or your district may have access to these tools and perhaps even have someone on staff
who can help create the survey.
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Even if the surveys are available electronically, it is necessary to have some hard-copy versions
if the survey is to be sent home to those parents who do not have access to the Internet. Your school
(or parent teacher association) very likely has a list of parents who prefer to be contacted by email
and those who do not.
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If the response rate is low after the first few days, consider a follow-up email or text message
reminding survey recipients of its importance.
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Tips for Staff Surveys
Paper versions of staff surveys can often be completed during staff meetings, and asking members to turn in their surveys as they leave will ensure a strong response. Some teachers will request
additional time to think about and complete the surveys. Two to three days should be adequate
in this case. If surveys are to be placed in staff mailboxes or distributed to all staff members along
with morning announcements, it is best to allow a little more response time. One week is normally
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Looking Back and Planning
Forward
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While a program evaluation has a discrete beginning and end, it is only one component in an
ongoing, data-driven school improvement cycle. Often the team process used in the evaluation
grows to become a routine way of making research-based decisions. In this chapter, we look back
on the program evaluation process and discuss strategic planning processes that should be embedded in the fabric of a high-performing school.
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Are There Other Uses for the Findings?
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A well-done program evaluation will generate considerable information about the program
and, perhaps more broadly, about the school. Most likely you will find many other uses for the
information gathered. Consider the example in which a school’s K–3 math curriculum was reviewed to determine the degree to which it readied students for grade 4. The information derived may provide important insights into the efficacy of the textbook or other instructional
materials in use, the need for tighter instructional alignment between and within grade levels,
the effectiveness of existing intervention and enrichment programs and materials, or the need
for professional development.
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Program Evaluation as a Part of Strategic
Planning
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Program evaluation is an important component of strategic planning. Strategic plans are based
on data that are used to focus school improvement efforts. The program evaluation process described in this guide contains many of the essential components of strategic planning. Following
are some of the components of a research-based strategic planning process:

•
•

There is a process in place, and support for, schoolwide strategic planning.
The strategic plan is focused on student learning and reﬁning teaching
practices.
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