
Editorial
Encouraging Trends in Curriculum Evaluation James D. Raths

The patterns that seem to dominate our ap 
proaches to curriculum evaluation apparently 
have been with us for over seventy years. Walker 
(1977) ascribes to Joseph Mayer Rice (1897) the 
role of shaper of this field. Rice's methods, in 
essence, made use of comparisons of students' 
performances on standardized achievement tests. 
The logic is familiar: if students under Method A 
score higher on tests than students under Method 
B, then presumably Method A is better than 
Method B and merits adoption and implementa 
tion.

In the past ten years or so, however, Rice- 
like approaches to curriculum evaluation are 
being recognized as inadequate. Consider the fol 
lowing: (a) there now are a spate of models that 
conceptualize the evaluation process; (b) there is 
general dissatisfaction with the testing movement 
in general and with certain tests in particular; 
and (c) there is fresh interest on the part of cur 
riculum evaluators in inquiring about "how" the 
curriculum works.

Model Building in Evaluation

Since Rice's time, curriculum evaluation has 
been seen basically as research. The information 
resulting from an evaluation was expected to be 
generalizable. The data had to be "scientific." 
Variables were manipulated and outcomes as 
sessed. Given these expectations, it is no surprise 
that the field of curriculum evaluation has never 
enjoyed a handsome reputation. Rarely can stu 
dents, much less teachers, be randomly assigned 
to different curricular treatments. With such a 
basic element of the experimental research para 
digm missing, the results of a curriculum evalua 
tion were especially vulnerable to ridicule. Rival 
explanations were all too available to critics who 
wished to dispute the policy implications that

evaluators would advance on the basis of their 
studies.

But dissatisfactions arose not solely because 
of the inability of curriculum evaluators to con 
form closely to the canons of the scientific 
method. Many scholars in the curriculum field 
thought that even if those standards could be 
reached, the approach still would be insensitive 
to many critical factors. Scriven (1967), Stake 
(1967), and Stufflebeam (1969) took the lead in 
attempting to construct new ways of perceiving 
the evaluation process and to offer new expecta 
tions for those participating in it. It became clear 
that curriculum evaluation should be seen as a 
process distinct from research in its narrowest 
sense, and that it is perhaps a much more compli 
cated undertaking than the simple experiment.

In addition, the newer evaluation models 
have drawn evaluators' attention to the audiences 
they are addressing. For too long a time, this 
concern has been a weakness in the research 
process as it is currently conceived and carried 
out. Thus, while very significant findings are pro 
duced in a research effort, usually the report of 
the findings is directed to peers through the 
medium of very technical research journals. As a 
result, it is the rare practitioner who is even aware 
of the findings that are of significance to him or 
her. The spirit that imbues the new curriculum 
evaluation models, however, makes the writing 
of the evaluation report an integral part of the 
evaluation process. Evaluators are encouraged to 
conceptualize the interests, the values, and even 
the reading levels of the various populations with 
vested interests in the outcomes of the evaluation. 
Several different kinds of reports may emanate 
from such an evaluation effort some more tech 
nical than others; some reporting different sorts 
of data or giving emphasis to different aspects of 
the outcomes.
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It is also suggested by some evaluators that 
representatives of the "target" audiences be con 
tacted prior to the inception of the evaluation so 
that plans can be made to collect data that will 
illuminate the audiences' separate and distinct 
concerns. Increasingly, evaluation is expected to 
affect education decisions. In the past, the process 
of deciding to adopt a certain course of study was 
seen as fairly automatic if data were available. 
In actuality, seldom is any serious question in 
the policy area answered by simply glancing at 
some information collected in an evaluation. Too 
many issues arise about the validity of the data, 
about their relevance to the questions at hand, 
and about the variables not studied to permit a 
smooth transition from data to recommendations. 
By assessing more than several variables and by 
attending closely to audiences that will have a 
voice in the decision-making process, some evalu 
ators are trying to come to grips with the com 
plexity of decision making.

There is a school of thought in evaluation 
that is more cautious: this approach sees evalua 
tion as a process of fashioning portrayals  
descriptions that eschew the making of recom 
mendations. In this mode, the audiences are pro 
vided information collected by the evaluators that 
describe carefully the object of the evaluation. 
The data may be in reduced form (such as means 
and standard deviations and correlations) or in 
unreduced forms (such as transcripts of inter 
views, tape recordings of discussions, or scrap 
books of newspaper editorials and letters). Mem 
bers of the audiences are then given the task of 
drawing conclusions based on this information.

Dissatisfaction with Measurement

In a recent retrospective analysis of the test 
ing movement, Oscar K. Euros (1977) succinctly 
described the lack of progress in the field of edu 
cational testing. Euros asserted that he considers 
that "most standardized tests are poorly con 

structed, of questionable or unknown validity, 
pretentious in their claims and likely to be mis 
used more often than not." Most ASCDers have 
held this position for many years. What is star 
tling about Euros' comment, however, is his 
assessment that the testing movement peaked in 
the 1920s and 1930s and has not progressed 
much since then. His contention is supported by 
the observation that when the committee that 
contributed to the writing of the Taxonomy of 
Educational Objectives in the cognitive domain 
sought out examples of test items assessing the 
higher levels of the taxonomy, they had to use 
examinations fashioned by the Evaluation Staff 
of the Eight Year Study as a prime source. It 
was as if no one had successfully addressed the 
task of assessing goals in the application, synthe 
sis, and evaluation categories in the past thirty 
years.

Dissatisfation with the standardized tests was 
reflected in the move toward behavioral objec 
tives and criterion-referenced testing. However, 
practitioners feel uncomfortable with the narrow 
ness of the objectives being assessed in this man 
ner and are of the belief that these small parts 
do not sum to any significant whole. The Na 
tional Assessment project foundered on this 
problem. They did not choose to assess con 
structs such as critical thinking, interest in sub 
ject matter, or even achievement. Instead, they 
chose a strategy to assess the status of educational 
progress in the United States by administering 
discrete test items that were conceptually un 
related to other items in the battery. Then they 
had difficulty defending the significance of any 
particular item, especially given the fact that the 
item for the most part had to be written in a 
multiple-choice framework. Thus, the enormous 
costs and cooperative efforts that were expended 
on behalf of the National Assessment project 
may have been wasted because of weaknesses in 
tests and item writing that have not yet been 
overcome.
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Perhaps in reaction to the inadequacy of 
tests, there are signs that evaluators in the cur 
riculum area are attending more closely to the 
judgments of teachers in assessing the worth of 
the various curriculum materials. As profession 
als, with a sense of how children are grasping 
new content and experiencing new methods of 
teaching, teachers are in an advantageous posi 
tion to share their perceptions about what is 
going on in the classroom. Stake (1970) has de 
scribed clearly some methods for collecting 
teacher judgments in the evaluation process. This 
is not to suggest that teacher judgments should 
be the sole source of information for evaluating 
curriculum. Hook and Rosenshine (1977) have 
cautioned us about the sources of error that might 
be found in the reports of teachers. Nevertheless, 
the very fact that there is renewed interest in the 
opinions and the judgments of teachers is 
heartening.

Curriculum Evaluation as Inquiry

Evaluators are increasingly interested in 
learning h ow a particular curriculum program 
works rather than solely "proving" various claims 
to be true. The approach is becoming more 
thoughtful and less shrill. If a given package of 
materials is said to develop critical thinking, then 
the curriculum developer is asked "how is it sup 
posed to work?" If a mathematics program is 
touted as developing higher self-concepts in stu 
dents, the onus is placed on the author of the 
materials to explicate the mechanisms by which 
the curricular intervention affects the self-concept. 
Once the dynamics have been identified, the 
evaluator is likely to focus his or her attention on 
the extent to which those dynamics operate in 
various settings.

In a similar vein, evaluators seem to be more 
cognizant of the fact that few programs, mate 
rials, or curricula work equally well with all seg 

ments of the school population. A concern for 
interactions between various subgroupings of 
students bright and less bright, rich and poor, 
culturally different children and those raised 
within the mainstream of our society and the 
effects of the curricula are more and more in 
evidence in the curriculum evaluation literature. 
Finally, the curriculum evaluators tend to be 
identifying variables in their efforts that can be 
manipulated by teachers and administrators. 
Rather than merely focusing on variables of sex 
and race and SES levels, important as they may 
be in the inquiry into a curriculum's effective 
ness, there is a trend to examine instructional 
variables, such as the extent to which teachers 
give emphasis to one area of content over an 
other; the degree to which students are given the 
opportunity to practice what they are learning; 
and the quality of the feedback that students 
receive about their work.

What makes these variables so important is 
that as they are identified as keys to the teaching- 
learning situation, they can be manipulated by 
teachers. Nothing can change a student's SES 
level, if that variable is found to be correlated 
with achievement within a program. However, if 
the schedule of giving students feedback is found 
to influence the effectiveness of a curriculum, this 
finding can be rather easily translated into prac 
tice. Efforts to understand the process through 
which curricular variables influence students' 
learning are perhaps the most salutary of all the 
trends described in this editorial.

So, in spite of the fact that the curriculum 
efforts of the past have contributed little, despair 
not. There is apparently room for hope! Ji.
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