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Background

The standard dictionary definition of “evaluation” usually revolves around determining the worth, merit, or value of something. This we do in virtually every decision we make during a typical day – what and how much breakfast to eat, which article of clothing is better to wear, when we should leave home for work, what is the best route to take, etc.  Virtually all these day-to-day decision involve evaluation of something, whether a food’s appeal, a fabric’s color or density, a calculation of time projections, or using past experience about certain roads or highways. 

But these are all informal evaluation moments, and the profession of evaluation has given itself in its development over the past half century to considerations of more formal systematization of the evaluation process, particular in its institutional roles: related to educational, business, industrial, or governmental and policy decisions.  Still it has been slow to come: in education itself, student assessment, a kind of evaluation, has longer roots, from centuries-old university mechanisms for judging theses, to increasingly sophisticated psychometric measures of student testing developed through the 20th century.  But assessment is only a small portion of evaluation. 
And indeed, the practice of systematic evaluation in the educational context, beyond just student assessment, is relatively new – since roughly the early middle of the 20th century.  In fact, a primitive forerunner to the effort hails from the annals of medical education itself, with the Flexner Report, conducted by one man of all medical schools in the US with sponsorship from the Carnegie foundation at the end of the first decade of the twentieth century. Flexner’s methods and products were solitary and subjective, and quite modest and even questionable by comparison with evaluation models used today, but his effort marks one of the first to look at education in the broader sense.  Since then, educational leaders have increasingly developed new ideas and alternative approaches in evaluating all aspects of educational programs, and it’s not just for students anymore.  New approaches have taken evaluation in many additional directions.
Goal-Based Evaluation

By the late 1930’s, as a notable initial instance, Ralph Tyler’s goal-based, multi-school Eight-Year Study was looking at educational programs in a more systematic manner than Flexner’s relatively free-wheeling, subjective style.  Central to the Tylerian approach, and dominant for several decades, was the use of educational objectives as the evaluation keystone.   While student performance was still central to the data collection, it was used not just for judging the students, but for drawing data-based inferences about the educational program itself.  Tyler’s scheme set up seven specific steps to conduct educational evaluation based around objectives; it was clearly influenced by Behaviorism, which was dominated psychological thought at the time:


1) Establish broad goals/objectives 


2) Classify them in an orderly manner

3) Define the objectives in behavioral terms


4) Find situations in which achievement of the objectives can be concretely shown  

5) Develop or select appropriate measurements


6) Collect (student) performance data


7) Compare the performance/outcome data with the objectives 

While many  objections to the basic model would ensue in later decades, it not only dominated in institutional thinking – educational, industrial, management, governmental – but it generated many interesting offshoot models and much rich educational research and ideation.   Indeed, the goal-based model, with or without its many variants, has offered many advantages: 


1) It is a clear and easily understood model


2) It depends on concrete outcome data, not just subjective impressions


3) It helps educational planning, based on the use of goals and objectives,


4) It helps focus on transparency – on what programs should and said they would do

 Increased Sophistication

Among the many offshoots of this “goal-based era” was the classification of kinds of learning outcomes.  Starting with Bloom’s Taxonomy of the Cognitive Domain in 1956, through The Krathwohl Affective Domain (1964) to many of the later taxonomies of types and levels of learning, a rich history of analyzing and categorizing student learning and types of learning outcomes has evolved.  Among the ultimate fruits has been the rich ideation behind PBL, whether these refer to the higher levels of critical thinking in Bloom’s taxonomy, the more richly involved cooperation parallel with higher levels in Krathwohl, or the variety of schemata that have developed around the essence of student-centered and active learning.   Both varieties of leaning outcomes and philosophies and kinds of learning activities have mushroomed in educational repertoires.

But, ironically, as these more sophisticated approaches to student learning and the learning context have emerged, so have claims of weaknesses in the goal-based approach.   The increasing focus on the dynamic of educational process, especially on what happens between the goals and the outcomes, has raised questions about the comprehensiveness of Goal-based Evaluation. Such concerns as these are numerous and will be address in subsequent Fact Sheets. 
Still the service of goal-based approaches to evaluation has been and continues to be considerable. But they are only the first in a march of evaluation approaches that succeeded them in the last third of the twentieth century. Goal-based Evaluation provided a noble fatherhood in the evaluation-seeding generation, but one since succeeded by successive generations of its many and varied offspring.
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