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Dear Senator Kennedy:
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the information needed to oversee and evaluate the programs under its jurisdiction. We review
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types. We then explore the extent to which three programs collect information pertinent to
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We will send copies of this report to the Secretaries of Education and Health and Human
Services and to interested congressional committees. Copies will also be made available to
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or Robert L. York, Director of Program Evaluation in Human Services Areas, at (202) 512-5885.
Major contributors are listed in appendix VI.

Sincerely yours,

— Ak

Terry E. Hedrick
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Executive Summary

Purpose

Background

Committees of the Congress need evaluative information to help them

1ro A hant +th o nformati that tall
make decisions about the Programs they ov ersee—information that tells

them whether, and in what important respects, a program is working well
or poorly. Concerned that the information it receives from administrative
agencies is often insufficient, the Senate Committee on Labor and Human
Resources asked 6a0 to (1) identify the kinds of information that would be
useful for oversight and reauthorization review of the types of programs
under its jurisdiction; (2) examine the extent to which agencies collect and
report such information; and (3) propose a strategy the Committee could
use to improve its access to agency information,

The Senate Committee on Labor and Human Resources oversees most of
the programs administered by the Departments of Education, Labor, and
Health and Human Services (HHS). These departments fund a wide variety
of programs, from basic medical research to education services for
disadvantaged children. The Committee can request information in various
ways, but it does not automatically receive evaluative information about
each program as it comes up for legislative action.

GAO drew from the literature of program evaluation and consulted experts
and Committee staff to identify categories of information and core
questions within each category that would be useful for oversight and
reauthorization review of various programs. Statistics, research,
demonstration, service, and regulatory programs were included in the
review, The information categories covered included descriptive
information about the programs and evaluative information about program
implementation, targeting, impact, side effects, and comparative
advantage. GAo then examined documents and interviewed officials of
three programs to ascertain which core questions were pertinent to each
program, what information relevant to those questions was available, what
information had been requested by and reported to the Committee, and
how requests and responses had been communicated. The three programs,
selected with the Committee’s agreement, were

the Comprehensive Child Development Program (ccpp), which aims to
demonstrate that providing very young children and their families with
educational, health, and social services contributes to child development
and family self-sufficiency;

the Community Health Centers (CHC) program, which provides clinical
services to medically underserved areas or populations; and
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GAQO’s Analysis

Executive Summary

Committee staff accorded good, appropriately disaggregated descriptive
information high priority and indicated that it would answer many of their
questions about a program. Information about implementation is critical
for oversight of new programs and provisions and for evaluation of
programs whose activities must be implemented in accordance with
professional standards if they are to succeed. The relevance of questions
about program targeting, impact, side effects, and comparative advantage
reflects features specific to each program and is best determined on a
case-py-case basis,

The programs included in this study offer contrasting examples of
information requested, collected, and received. The ccpp was designed
with evaluation in mind and collected a wealth of descriptive information
on clients and services, as well as data that could answer evaluative
questions about program implementation and effects. Although the
mandated evaluation report on the program was still in preparation, some
emerging findings about cCDP had reached the Committee through various
means in 1893 and early 1994. The cHC program collected information for
program management purposes that could be organized to answer
questions about service quality, program targeting, and other relevant
issues. Agency staff used this information to answer specific questions
from the Committee, but available information had not been synthesized
and much of it remained unreported. The Chapter 1 ESEA program
collected little management information from grantees but drew on data
from a wide range of studies that were summarized in a mandated
evaluation report in 1993.

In each of these cases, the Committee obtained the program information it
requested. It asked for and received information on particular aspects of
the cHC program. The Congress mandated studies on each of the other two
programs, and the Committee received reports accordingly. However, the
information the Committee had initially asked for—once received—did
not always meet its current needs. For example, information on discrete
aspects of the CHC program did not convey an overall picture of the
program. Both the ccDP and the Chapter 1 ESEA evaluation mandates as
expressed in the statute presented feasibility problems or design
constraints that limited the usefulness of results. (For example,
information on program impact was to be presented before new
provisions could have been fully implemented.) In both cases, the policy
issues had also changed somewhat by the time the report was due.
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Executive Summary

« the Chapter 1 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) program of
grants to states, which in turn fund school districts to provide
compensatory education services in schools serving low-income students.

Drawing on the broad review of information needs and the case studies,
GAO framed a strategy the Committee could use to request information
from an agency in order to evaluate whether a program is adequately
serving its intended purpose. Of course, the purpose itself may need to be
reevaluated. However, such reevaluations draw on information from many
sources, not primarily from the administering agency, and thus fall outside
the scope of this report.

s . GAO concluded that a brief list of descriptive and evaluative questions
Results in Brief could capture the agency information most useful for program evaluation.
Questions can be selected and adapted from this list to fit the program and
the Committee’s purpose in seeking information. Descriptive information
is essential to the Committee and should be disaggregated to show how
activities, settings, and clients vary within a program. For oversight
purposes in the years between reauthorizations, it is important that the
Committee receive information on progress in implementing new
provisions and notification of new developments that may require future
attention. Reauthorization decisions may call for systematic answers to
evaluative questions about program implementation, targeting, impact, and
side effects. When associated with policy review, such decisions may also
call for comparison of the current program to various alternatives.

Each of the programs GA0 studied collected a great deal of useful
information. However, much of this information was not requested and did
not reach the Committee. Information that was specifically requested did
reach the Committee, but much of it was difficult to digest, too highly
aggregated, or received too late to be useful. Communication between
Commifttee and agency staff on information issues was limited and
afforded little opportunity to build a shared understanding of the
Committee’s needs and how to meet them,

GAO concluded that obtaining useful information involves selecting
pertinent descriptive and evaluative questions, explicitly requesting a
response, and communicating with agency staff to ensure mutual
understanding of what is needed.
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Executive Summary

GAO observed that contacts between Committee and agency staff about
these programs consisted of a series of one-way communications (from
the Committee to the agency or the reverse), with little opportunity for
direct discussion. There appeared to be no current mechanism for
adjusting requests in the interest of technical soundness or new priorities,
or of adjusting reporting plans and formats to increase the timeliness and
accessibility of the information reported. Communications between the
executive and legislative branches on evaluative questions are
policy-sensitive and follow formalized procedures. However, increased
communication about information needs could be accommodated within
these procedures.

This report proposes a strategy for obtaining information to assist with

Matters fOI' program oversight and reauthorization review that the Committee may
Congr essional wish to adopt. The three components of this strategy are (1) selecting and
Consideration adapting, from a core list, the descriptive and evaluative questions to be

asked about a program in interim years and at reauthorization;

(2) arranging explicitly to obtain timely oversight information in interim
years as well as to receive results of evaluation studies at reauthorization;
and (3) providing for increased communication with agency program and
evaluation staff to help ensure that information needs are understood and
that requests and reports are suitably framed and are adapted as needs
evolve. This strategy can be adapted to take institutional realities into
account. For example, in view of the many demands on its attention, the
Committee might select future reauthorization questions for some
programs and invite agencies to propose questions for others.

Responsible officials from the Departments of Education and HHs provided
Agency Comments written comments on a draft of this report. (See appendixes IVand V.)
Officials from both agencies concurred with GAO's suggestion that the
dialogue between the Committee and the agencies be strengthened at
critical points in the evaluation process. While generally supporting GAO’s
approach, agency officials were concerned that it be consistent with the
requirements of the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) and
not constitute an added burden. GAO considers its approach to be
compatible with GPrRA and foresees little, if any, added burden on the
annual reporting of program performance data. When the Committee
requests information about other aspects of a program, such as side
effects or comparative advantage, consultation should ensure that burden
is taken into account as evaluations are planned.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Background

Congressional committees need information to help them make decisions
about the programs they oversee—information that tells them whether,
and in what important respects, a program is working well or poorly.
Executive agencies provide evaluations, studies of the implementation of
programs, and other reports that can contain information helpful to
congressional committees. But authorizing committees may not
automatically receive such information about an existing program as it
comes up for reauthorization or oversight review and thus may receive
insufficient program information.

The then-Chairman of the Senate Committee on Labor and Human
Resources expressed concern that the Committee was not getting the
evaluative information it needs to carry out its oversight responsibilities
and asked us to ascertain what information would be most useful and how
this information could be obtained from the responsible program agencies.

This authorizing committee oversees programs administered by the
Departments of Education, Labor, and Health and Human Services. These
programs perform functions as diverse as funding education for
disadvantaged children, providing medical care, conducting basic medical
research, collecting data on American jobs, and enforcing occupational
safety standards.

The Committee has used a variety of strategies to request or obtain
information on these varied programs. For some programs, it has
proposed (and the Congress has adopted) legislation that identifies
specific questions to be answered in an evaluation study or annual report.
For others, legislation has mandated an evaluation study or report of
activities, but in very general terms. Another legislative strategy has been
to direct an agency to set aside some portion of its appropriation for
evaluation, yet permit the department to decide which programs to
evaluate as well as which questions to ask. The Committee also obtains
program information by asking questions as they arise or in connection
with oversight and appropriations processes.

The Committee can also draw information from reports that all agencies
must provide, such as appropriation request documents, the Chief
Financial Officers Act report, and the Federal Managers’ Financial
Integrity Act report. In the future, the Congress will also receive reports on
program performance and outcome measures under the Government
Performance and Results Act. Yet despite these different ways of obtaining
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Chapter 1
Introduction

information, the Committee finds that it does not necessarily get the
information it needs, when it needs it, in a usable form.

Objectives, Scope,
and Methodology

Objectives and Scope The then-Chairman of the Senate Commititee on Labor and Human
Resources asked us to help the Committee learn more about how to
evaluate the programs under its jurisdiction. First, the Committee
requested that we examine the effectiveness of a specific evaluation
provision, one permitting a set-aside of program funds for evaluation of
public health programs. Our 1993 report found that these funds were not
fully utilized and that evaluation results were not synthesized or regularly
communicated to the Congress, suggesting that other approaches for
getting information to the Congress were needed.! Second, the Committee
asked us to identify information needed to evaluate the types of programs
it oversees and to suggest how it might request such information from the

agencies.

This report addresses the second task. Based on the letter of request and
discussions with Committee staff, we identified three report objectives:

(1) to identify the kinds of information that would be useful to the
Committee for oversight and reauthorization review of the various types of
programs under its jurisdiction, (2) to examine the extent to which the
agencies currently collect and report such information, and (3) to propose
a strategy the Committee eould use to improve its access to useful
information from the agencies.

Our objective was to help the Committee obtain agency information about
the performance of existing programs, to assist them with decisions such
as how to refocus or improve an existing program that meets an evident
need. Of course, decisions about a program’s future may involve
fundamental policy questions—such as the question of whether program
continuation is warranted in light of social and demographic changes,
current budget conditions, and policy priorities. Information to resolve
such questions comes to the Committee from a wide range of sources, not
primarily from the administering agency. Since our concern was with how

1See Public Health Service: Evaluation Set-Aside Has Not Realized Its Potential to Inform the Congress
(GAO/PEMD-93-13; Apr. 8, 1993).
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Introduction

to obtain information from administrative agencies, we touch on the
fundamental policy questions only briefly. However, readers should bear
in mind that broad-based policy evaluation often takes place prior to or in
tandem with the evaluation of program performance.

Methodology

Types of Programs the
Committee Oversees

To identify the kinds of information that would be most useful, we

(1) consulted the literature and experts familiar with the evaluation of
public programs of various types, (2) asked Committee staff members
what information they and Committee members would most like to have
for oversight and reauthorization, (3) reviewed statutory and other
requests for information about our case-study programs, and (4) compiled
a list of core questions drawing from all of the foregoing. In this way, we
identified categories of information that are useful for evaluation purposes
as well as for ongoing oversight activities.

To learn how much of this information agencies collect and report, we
narrowed our scope to conduct in-depth case studies of three programs
selected after consultation with the Committee. (These programs and the
selection criteria are described in more detail later in the report.) For each
program, we reviewed documents and conducted interviews with agency
staff to inventory what information was available to answer core questions
pertinent to that program. We also ascertained from Committee and
agency staff what information the Congress had requested about each
program, what Committee and agency communication had occurred
around these requests, and what the Committee had received. We did not
assess the quality of the agencies’ data.

To frame a strategy the Committee could use to request information, we
drew upon our observations concerning major gaps in the information the
Committee receives and shortcomings in communications between the
Committee and program agencies. Responsible officials from the
Departments of Education and 5HS commented on our findings at exit
conferences and provided written comments on a draft of this report. (See
appendixes IV and V.) We conducted our work from July 1993 to

October 1994 in accordance with generally accepted government auditing
standards.

Our first objective required that we classify the programs under the
Committee’s jurisdiction by program type, using a typology that had
relevance for evaluation. Our review of public policy and program
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Introduction

evaluation literature found that a program’s purpose is central to any
consideration of how to evaluate its effectiveness or worth.? Five major
program purposes—statistics, research, demonstration, service, and
regulation—appeared relevant to the work of the Committee. We describe
the five here as ideal types.

Statistics programs compile and analyze data and disseminate information,
typically on a recurring basis. They develop indicators from data collected
for administrative, enforcement, or statistical analysis purposes relevant to
public policy issues such as health care, employment, or education.
Programs of this type under the Committee’s jurisdiction include the
Burean of Labor Statistics and the National Center for Education
Statistics.

Research programs primarily aim to develop new knowledge or increase
understanding of the subject studied. Research may be conducted
in-house by agency personnel or by individuals, research institutions, or
other organizations supported by grants or contracts. Examples of
research programs are the National Institute on Drug Abuse and the
Research and Demonstration Center program of the Office of Educational
Research and Improvement.

Demonstration programs are defined here as those that aim to provide
evidence of the feasibility or effectiveness of a new approach or practice.
They may be undertaken to learn about the suitability of a particular
approach under real-world conditions, to try out a variety of approaches
and examine their effects, or to develop a new approach.? Examples are
the Jobstart demonstration program and the Comprehensive Child
Development Program.

Service programs provide services, directly or indirectly, to users or
clients. Not only are there many different kinds of service (human,
organizational, informational, financial), but they are delivered and funded
through a variety of mechanisms, making service the most varied of the
program types. Some programs deliver a specific service (such as student
loans for postsecondary education) while others (such as the Community

2Some public policy literature classifies programs according to the “tool” through which they are
carried out (for example, through a government agency, project grant, formula grant, loan, loan
guarantee, or regulation) or by their maturity (whether the program is new or established). Program
purpose is the basis for our typology, but the other dimensions are discussed where relevant.

3The term “demonstration” may also refer to activities whose purpose is simply to provide an example
of an approach. In our view, such purely illustrative demonstrations are most appropriately classified
(for these purposes) as service programs—since they mainly do not result in evaluative conclusions
about an approach.
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Case Study Programs
Reviewed

Services Block Grant program) support a broad range of services that may
vary across providers or locations. Government agencies may make grants
or loans directly to recipient individuals or organizations, to service
providers, or to states (which in turn make subgrants to providers).

Regulatory programs are intended to protect people from harm or from a
violation of their rights by influencing the behavior of individuals or
organizations. Some regulations prescribe actions (such as requiring
employers to follow certain workplace safety practices) and others
prohibit actions (such as employer discrimination against employees on
the basis of age). Federal agencies (directly or through the states) adopt
rules or standards of behavior and compel or coax public compliance with
the regulation. Examples are the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration and the Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights
programs.

We reviewed programs overseen by the Committee and found that we
could classify them according to these types.? To do so, we examined the
programs’ actual functions, not simply the title or label given to a program
by enabling legislation. (For example, if a “demonstration” program
focused on providing services rather than on gathering evidence about
what was demonstrated, we treated it as a service program.) In addition,
we observed that some programs have a secondary purpose that
complements their primary purpose, such as a stafistics program that is
intended not only to produce data, but also to perform the service of
disseminating data to clients. Such programs would need to be evaluated
in terms of each relevant purpose.

To address our second objective and assess the extent to which potentially
useful descriptive and evaluative information was collected and reported
by federal agencies, we conducted case studies of three programs the
Committee oversees. The following three programs were selected, in
consultation with the Committee staff, from a list of programs due to be
reauthorized:

the Comprehensive Child Development Program, which aims to
demonstrate the effectiveness of various approaches to providing very
young children and their families with educational, health, and social
services;

4Our typology is comprehensive for all programs under this Committee’s jurisdiction. It does not cover
other possible program types, such as cash assistance programs, entitlement programs (such as Social
Security), or tax-expenditure programs.
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the Community Health Centers program, which funds centers that provide
clinical services to medicaliy underserved areas or populations; and

the Chapter 1 Elementary and Secondary Education Act program of grants
to states, which in turn fund school districts to provide compensatory
education services in schools serving low-income students.

The Chapter 1 ESEA program is administered through the Department of
Education, and the other two programs are administered through Hus. (For
program details, see appendixes I-I11.)
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high on the current policy agenda.

Information about a demonstraiion program and iis evaluation is
particularly important, since a demonstration (such as cCDP) provides the
Congress with an opportunity to iearn the effecis of a proposed new
program on a small scale before committing to major implementation.
Service programs constitute much of the Committee’s workload and
funding authority. Our cases represent two major variants—one provides
federal grants to the states, which in turn fund local providers of services
{(Chapter 1 ESEA), and the other provides grants from the federal
government directly to service providers (CHC).

f our study is that, in identifying this Committee’s
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evalu on information needs, we considered the structure of the

legislative nrocess. the nature of the nrograms. and the agencies’ nrogram

legislative process, the nature of the programs, and the agencies’ program

administration practices. Both the Congress and federal agenc1es could
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better match between evaluative needs and the information provided.

Another strength of the study is our examination of the communication
process between this Committee and the three agencies it oversees,
including how that process affected what information was reported and
when it was received. Our report also provides detailed information on the
three programs, information for which there is both an immediate and a
longer term need.
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Organization of This
Report

A limitation of this report is that the three programs, while illustrative, are
not representative of all programs. The case studies exemplify the
importance of, and barriers to, gathering (or not getting) program
information but do not, of course, reflect all possible types of problems. In
addition, observations based on the study of a particular Senate
authorizing committee at a particular point in time may not reflect the
information needs and procedures of other Senate or House authorizing
committees or of appropriations committees. However, we are confident
that the general strategy we propose could be readily adapted to cover
other policy mechanisms (such as tax incentives) and evaluation questions
(such as whether there is still a demonstrable need for the program) that
we did not specifically address.

Chapter 2 describes the kinds of information we found to be of most
potential use to the Commiittee, as well as how the core questions to be
asked vary by program type. Chapter 3 summarizes the information
available for each of our three case programs and examines congressional
requests for information and how agencies responded to them. Chapter 4
proposes a strategy the Committee staff could use to obtain useful
evaluative information in the future.

Appendixes I-III contain detailed information on the three programs
reviewed in chapter 3. Each appendix includes a brief description of the
program and a table listing evaluation questions, specific information
needed to answer those questions, and an assessment of whether the
needed information was available. Appendixes IV and V reproduce the
comments from the Departments of Education and HHS on a draft of this
report.
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Chapter 2

What Information Would Be Most Useful?

Our first task was to determine what kinds of information would be most
useful to the Committee as it evaluates various types of programs for
possible reauthorization and oversees their progress during interim years.
Our approach to this task included reviewing the literature on public
program evaluation and congressional oversight and interviewing experts
familiar with the evaluation questions associated with different types of
programs as well as congressional requests for information about such
programs.! We discussed the results of this inquiry and their own views
with senior members of the Committee staff with responsibilities in each
of several program areas and obtained their assessments of the kinds of
information they and Committee members would most like to receive.

From this approach, we identified priority categories of evaluative
information, compiled a list of core questions connected with each
category, and noted the kinds of data or other material that would be
needed to respond to these questions. We examined the relevance of the
various core questions to programs of different types. Finally, we
identified different forms of information that are useful for different
purposes, such as oversight, reauthorization, and policy change.

Our inquiry focused primarily on agency-provided information that could
help the Committee evaluate how well an existing program is working.
Such information is helpful in deciding whether a program is adequately
serving its intended purpose and if so, what level of funding is appropriate.
Of course, the purpose itself may need to be reevaluated: changing
conditions may have rendered it irrelevant or decreased the need for the -
program. Because such reevaluations draw on information from outside
the program agency, they fall outside the scope of this report and we do
not discuss them specifically. However, guidelines to identifying the
information needed for such studies can be found in the general literature
of evaluation and in other Gao reports.? The general strategy we outline in
chapter 4 should assist the Committee in obtaining information concerning
the need for a program, as well as the other categories of information
outlined in the remainder of this chapter.

'We interviewed program specialists from the four congressional support agencies: Congressional
Research Service, Office of Technology Assessment, Congressional Budget Office, and GAO.

?For a discussion of criteria for evaluating the need for a program, see Children's Programs: A
Comparative Evaluation Framework and Five Illustrations (GAO/PEMD-88-28BR; Aug. 31, 1988).
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Information and
Related Questions

Chapter 2
What Information Would Be Most Useful?

The main congressional evaluation questions we derived can be broadly
categorized as seeking descriptive information about the program,
information that can be used to evaluate its implementation, and
information about various effects. These three broad categories of
information are generally applicable to all five of the program types we
identified. However, the relative priority of different categories and
questions varied somewhat from type to type as did the particular manner
in which our core questions were phrased. We describe our information
categories and core questions next.

Program Description

Descriptive information tells what the program is and what it does.
Descriptive questions include the following: What activities does the
program support? Toward what end or purpose? Who performs these
activities? How extensive and costly are the activities, and whom do they
reach? Are conditions, activities, purposes, and clients fairly similar
throughout the program, or is there substantial variation across program
components, providers, or subgroups of clients?

The descriptive information that such questions elicit is not itself
evaluative and receives relatively little emphasis in the program evaluation
literature. It is important for evaluation, nonetheless, and was accorded
high priority by the Committee staff we interviewed. Descriptive narration
and statistics provide the foundation for identifying key evaluation
questions and interpreting the evaluative information concerning the
program. Better descriptive information would answer many of the
Committee’s questions about the program and thus would enable the
Committee to focus its oversight and evaluation efforts more effectively.

Committee staff indicated that they typically do not get sufficient
descriptive information to understand the variety of conditions under
which a program actually operates and how federal funds are actually
being used. (General summaries of activities and programwide totals of
actions performed or clients served, such as accompany appropriation
requests, do not meet this need.) Nor do they typically receive site-specific
observational data to convey the “flavor” of a program as participants see
it (for example, to help them understand how a student’s experiences in
federally supported bilingual education classes relate to the rest of his or
her school day). Such information, they told us, is essential for
understanding how well a program is working and thus is relevant to the
Committee even when site-level conditions are a state or local
responsibility.
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Our review and interviews suggested that descriptive information is useful
for every type of program, be it concerned with statistics, research,

demonstration, service, or regulation. The nature and amount of
information needed vary with such program features as internal diversity

and contact with the pubhc. For example, the typical summary description
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demonstration that performs a uniform set of activities in a uniform way in
one or a few sites, Much more information, appropriately mS?:g‘gTeg‘a.wu, is
needed to understand a demonstration, service, or regulatory program that
operates through diverse providers who perform different mixes of
activities under diverse conditions (for example, in schools, clinics, or
workplaces ranging from the very large and urban to the very small and

rural).

Implementation

Extent and Nature of
Implementation

Our second category concerns information about program
implementation—specifically, about how and to what extent activities
have been implemented as intended and whether they are targeted to
appropriate populations or problems.

Questions about the extent and nature of program implementation are

concerned with procedural issues—that is, with how program activities
are carried out, Relevant questions include the following: (1) Are

mandated or authorized activities actually being carried out? (2) Are the
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regulations? (3) Do they conform to the intended program model or to
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resources efficiently managed and expended?*

These implementation questions typically arise in the years immediately
after a new program or provision is authorized, as well as at
reauthorization. With respect to new provisions, our respondents were
interested in learning whether acceptable progress had been made in
putting new activities into practice, whether significant feasibility or
management problems had arisen, and whether program modifications
were needed as a result. Information obtained through the administering

%This and the preceding question refer to what is sometimes called “program fidelity” in the evaluation
literature.

4Program evaluations and reauthorization discussions typically do not focus on management issues
unless there is evidence of problems with the program in question. Our review accordingly did not
focus on such issues or the information needed to address them. However, we consider it useful for
the Committee to ask whether there is evidence of such problems and, if so, to request follow-up

information.
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agency's standard reporting and monitoring procedures may be sufficient
to answer these interim-year questions and to identify feasibility or
management problems that arise in connection with ongoing activities.
For reauthorization, interest focused on questions concerning
conformance to program purposes, model specifications, or professional
standards.

Descriptive data obtained through routine reporting, if designed with this
purpose in mind and known to be sufficiently reliable, may provide a
sufficient basis for comparing program activities against program
requirements.? However, special data collection—obtained through
program monitoring or through external studies—may be necessary to
ensure the objectivity and detail required to explore issues of program

quality.

Our review indicated that most of the implementation questions we have
discussed are pertinent to all of the types of programs we considered.
However, there are some differences with respect to the question of
conformance to professional standards. This question not only applies but
also is critical to the evaluation of two of the types of programs we
reviewed: statistics and research. Well-established professional standards
apply to these types of programs, and procedures and products that do not
meet such standards will not be considered credible.® Applying these
standards, an evaluation of the National Center for Education Statistics
should ask whether the education indicators generated were free from
bias and technically sound and whether data collection methods, analysis
methods, and limitations of the data were fully disclosed. Expert
judgments commonly are used to provide the needed evaluative
information.

Obtaining information on the extent to which prescribed procedures were
followed is also especially important for demonstration projects. If a

prescribed approach was to be demonstrated, the Committee will want to
know whether the approach was implemented as planned and, if not, how

5Client counts and other monitoring data, dependent as they are on the limited resources that program
offices or grantees typically can devote to data collection, may well be imprecise. The cost of
achieving precision is considerable, and often outweighs the benefits. In such instances, the agency
should make a systematic estimate of the extent of uncertainty in their numbers and then present this
estimate along with the numbers themselves.

8Criteria to be met by federal statistical agencies have been set forth by the National Research Council.
See Margaret E. Martin and Miron L. Straf (eds.), Principles and Practices for a Federal Statistical
Agency (Washington, D.C: National Academy Press, 1992). The Council’s report emphasizes that
statistical agencies’ work will have the necessary credibility only if it is impartial, technically sound,
and fully described. Similar professional criteria apply to research.
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. it was modified aﬁd why modifications were deemed necessary. Similarly,

determining how activities and arrangements differ across projects is

necessary in order to assess those demonstratlon programs de51gned to
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For regulatory and service programs, the applicability of models or
standards and the importance of evaluating conformance to them must be
examined on a case-by-case basis. Some regulatory and service programs
emphasize the importance of following specific procedures (such as
medical procedures or procedures for gathering evidence of compliance
with regulatory requirements), while other programs involve activities for
which standards are not available or have not been specified.” (See our
case studies of service programs in chapter 3.)

Targeting has to do with the objects (problems or populations) at which a
program’s activities are directed and the coverage that these activities
achieve. Many programs under the Committee’s Jurisdiction are targeted to

particular populations or problems (such as migrant students or unsound
management of pension plans). Others are directed to a broad area (such

SUGRIG/TINCIL L PRSIV PRl ). VLAIDIS AT AT LACRR A &£ DIVEKR KITE \SRL

as research on infectious diseases), from which the agency is expected to
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endangers children or the elderly). In either case, it is useful for the
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achieved. Relevant questions include the following: (1) Have program
efforts focused on appropriate problems? (2) Has the program reached the
appropriate people or organizations? (3) Do current resources and
targeting practices leave significant needs unmet (that is, pnonty

problems unaddressed or priority clients unserved)?

Assessing a program’s targeting success typically requires not only good
measures of program activities and data on the clients served, but also
information about the size and distribution of the eligible population (for
target groups) or problem area as a whole. Thus, this assessment may
require a special data collection activity or access to sources of data

outside the program (such as the decennial census).

The question of whether appropriate problems are targeted is critical to
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research programs (which should address important gaps in knowledge).
For other types of programs, the importance of targeting and the particular

TOur focus here is on standards for conducting the service or regulatory activities central to the
purpose of the program. Federally funded programs of every type are expected to meet financial and

certain other management standards.
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questions to be asked must be determined on a case-by-case basis.
Questions for programs of different types are illustrated below.

Statistics: Are Bureau of Labor Statistics indicators relevant to current
issues of public policy? To what extent have they reached key federal,
state, and private sector policymakers? Are there important issues or
populations on which labor statistics are not being collected?

Service: What proportion of the students served by the migrant education
program are currently migrant (that is, have moved within the past 5
years)? What proportion of recent migrants are not served?

Regulatory: Are Occupational Safety and Health Administration
enforcement efforts targeted to the safety problems that pose the greatest
dangers or that endanger the greatest number of people?

Program Effects

Impact

We found it useful to distinguish three different aspects of program
effects: (1) whether the program is achieving its intended purposes or
outcomes (impact), (2) whether it has other important effects that relate
to congressional concerns (side effects), and (3) how it compares with
alternative strategies for achieving the same ends (comparative
advantage). We address each of these aspects below.

Impact questions center on whether program activities actually resulted in
the improvements the program was designed to produce, as well as on
what progress was made toward achieving the program’s goals. Where
programs or demonstrations are designed to produce changes as a result
of program activities, assessing a program’s impact is often central to
reauthorization deliberations. For example, a job training program is
expected to show that participation in the program led to significantly
higher income or more stable employment. Where impact was expected,
our respondents were interested in learning, for reauthorization purposes,
about (1) the aggregate impact of the program,; (2) how impact or
outcomes varied across participants and approaches; and (3) how impact
varied across providers—specifically, whether the program was
supporting providers whose performance was consistently weak.

Good evaluative information about program effects is difficult to obtain.
Each of the tasks involved—measuring outcomes, ensuring the
consistency and quality of data collected at various sites, establishing the
causal connection between outcomes and program activities, and
separating out the influence of extraneous factors—raises formidable
technical or logistical problems. Thus, evaluating program impact
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generally requires a planned study and, frequently, considerable time and
expense. Program features affect the relative difficulty of getting good
impact information. The more varied the program activities, and the less
direct the connection between the provider and the federal agency, the
greater the likely difficulty of getting comparable, reliable data concerning
clients and services. For example, a federal agency whose own employees
deliver a specified service is likely to be able to obtain impact data more
easily than one that administers grants that states then pass on to a variety
of local entities to be used in any of several ways. Also, due to the absence
of a contrasting comparison group, it is practically impossible to estimate
the impact of a long-standing program that covers all who are eligible.

It is critical to obtain impact information from demonstration programs
intended to test whether an approach (or any of several approaches) can
obtain results, as well as from regulatory or service programs that are
intended to produce specified kinds of outcomes or changes. However,
impact questions are not commonly directed at statistics programs (which
are designed to produce a product rather than a change). Nor are they
directed at programs that regulate or offer a service when it is considered
certain that the desired outcomes will occur as a result of program
activities (for example, that a vaccine, properly administered, will produce
immunization or that safety regulations, properly enforced, will reduce
workplace injuries). Information showing that activities have been soundly
implemented and have reached a high proportion of the relevant client
population may be sufficient to justify a decision to continue such
programs.

The purpose of research programs is to produce new knowledge, either
basic or applied. The impact of basic research programs depends on
whether the projects, in the aggregate, have added to the knowledge in
their fields by eliminating or confirming hypotheses (for example,
hypotheses concerning brain chemistry or human perception and
cognition). Applied research, on the other hand, is expected to result in
the development of new or improved products (such as better medications
or new approaches to the teaching of reading). If it achieves its intended
immediate impact, either type of research program may ultimately have a
much broader social impact (such as a reduction in the incidence of
alcoholism or a rise in educational achievement levels). However, it would
be inappropriate to evaluate either type of program primarily in terms of
such ultimate impacts. The influence of basic research on either product
development or practice is hard to trace and may not be evident for many
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Side Effects

Comparative Advantage

years, and products or practices may fail to gain widespread use for
reasons that are beyond their developers’ control.?

Public programs of any type may have important (and sometimes
unforeseen) effects beyond those they were intended to produce. These
side effects, which were of interest to our Committee respondents, should
be noted in any comprehensive evaluation. For example, a program might
have unforeseen effects—either positive or negative—on the problem or
clients it was designed to address. Or, a new program might have an effect
on other programs aimed at a similar problem or population.

Information to identify unforeseeable side effects is hard to plan for
except by encouraging reflective observation and maintaining open
channels of communication between program administrators and clients.
However, some kinds of side effects can be foreseen—indeed, possible
side effects may well come up in debate when a program is
authorized—and attention to them built into the program’s data collection
plans. For example, a program might arrange from the outset to collect
data that would enable it to determine whether its procedures were
unintentionally resulting in unequal treatment of similarly situated
individuals. Or, a service program that refers clients to another program
might arrange to monitor the level of demand placed on the other program
in order to ascertain whether meeting this demand was impeding that
program’s ability to meet its own goals.

Finally, evaluation may focus on the comparative advantage of continuing
the current program. Typical comparative advantage questions include the
following: (1) are the effects gained through the program worth its
financial and other costs? and (2) taking both costs and effects into
account, is the current program superior to alternative strategies for
achieving the same goals? Options against which the current program
might be compared could include:

discontinuing the program;

consolidating it with other federal programs that serve a similar purpose;
utilizing a different type of program (such as tax incentives rather than
regulation) to address that purpose;

transferring responsibility for program decisions to the state or local level
of government (for example, by replacing a federal categorical service
program with block grants to support locally determined services); or

8For a comprehensive recent treatment of the subject, see Barry Bozeman and Julia Melkers (eds.),
Evaluating R&D Impacts: Methods and Practice (Boston: Kluwer Academic, 1993).
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Different Forms of
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and Why They Are
Needed

+ transferring the function to the private sector.

Comparative advantage questions typically arise when programs are up for
reauthorization. Our Committee respondents indicated that such questions
were of special interest in the current climate of budget pressure (which
may force choices) and of major policy change (which may affect all
programs in a particular policy area).

Comparison of the current program to alternatives raises special
challenges for information collection. It requires not only good,
comprehensive data on the current program, but also truly comparable

data concerning alternatives or policy options. Simulation data or other
forms of data based on nrmpr'hnn may be needed when considering

options for which there is no directly relevant experience. Because of their
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time, careful planning, and special arrangements for implementation.
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different functions for the Committee—functions that call for the receipt
of this information at different times and in different forms. The primary
functions of program information are to (1) signal the need for attention to
a program in the interim years between reauthorizations, (2) guide
reauthorization decisions, and (3) assist the Committee in deciding
whether a major policy change should be recommended. We refer to the
corresponding forms of information as (1) notification, (2) answers, and

(3) evidence of comparative advantage.

Our Committee respondents emphasized that it was very important that
they be kept informed of significant developments on an ongoing basis and
particularly that they receive early notification when a problem or the

need for change in a program becomes evident (for example, notification
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needs have rendered program targeting obsolete) Such notification helps
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unpleasant surprises, and recognize successful program sites or practices.

Our interviews with Committee and agency staff revealed that
developments that may merit notification come to their attention in a
number of ways, often as a by-product of program management. Initial
clues to such developments can emerge from observations made during
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site visits, from the review of applications or of program performance
measures, from concerns that site officials raise in meetings, from
conversations with clients, or from media coverage of a local program.
Since a single clue may reflect erroneous information or represent an
isolated instance, other evidence is needed to verify the existence and
importance of the development suggested by the clue. The program
managers we interviewed could draw on a variety of resources—networks
and data sources, as well as their own expert knowledge of the
program—to make such a verification and to judge whether there was
sufficient evidence to justify notice to the Committee.

The varied evidence that supports managers’ judgment that something
worthy of notice has occurred is not generally thought of as a form of
evaluation information. This may be because the evidence on which notice
is based is rarely sufficient to support evaluative conclusions about a
program. However, this form of evidence is sufficient to identify
evaluation questions to which the Committee will want answers in the
future. We therefore inquired about information and notification
concerning current developments in our case studies, and we report our
findings in chapter 3.

Answers to Guide
Reauthorization Decisions

At times when major reauthorization decisions are being made, the
Committee needs answers concerning evaluation questions such as those
just discussed. Answers arise out of systematic evaluation studies. These
studies must be planned and budgeted for in advance, information relevant
to the questions the Committee will face must be gathered, and findings
must be reported in time to inform deliberation.

Comparative Advantage
Information for Policy
Decisions

At times, the program under review concerns a policy area that is being
reexamined. In this event, the Committee may need information that
evaluates the current program against alternative strategies (including
dropping the program if it cannot be justified in terms of cost-effectiveness
or need). As previously noted, such comparative studies require data
beyond that which the administering agency can provide and raise
complex analytic (as well as policy) issues. Thus, these studies should be
planned and arranged for well in advance.

Summary
Observations

Our interviews and reading of the literature led us to three conclusions
concerning what information would be useful.
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1. Descriptive information is more useful to the Committee than has
generally been realized. Such information should be sufficiently specific,
detailed, and disaggregated to convey an in-depth understanding of the
program.

2. In the interim vears hetween reau 1th rizations, it is useful to the
1termm years between reau
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that raise new evaluation questions.
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3. Reauthorization decisions (including those associated with major
changes of policy) call for information that provides answers to evaluation
questions concerning program implementation and effects and the
comparative advantage of continuing the program or pursuing other
options. Advance planning is generally needed to identify questions
relevant to each program and collect the data needed to answer them.

We further observed that the questions that it might be useful to ask,
expressed in general form, comprise a relatively short list. We have listed
these questions—grouped according to whether they concern program
description, implementation, targeting, impact, side effects, or

comparative advantage—in table 2.1. For any given program, some of
these questions (but probably not all) will be relevant. Knowledse of
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taken into account.
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Table 2.1: Core Questions by Category A

of Information Category of

information Core question

Description Overall, what activities are conducted? By whom? How extensive
and costly are the activities, and whom do they reach?
If conditions, activities, and purposes are not uniform throughout
the program, in what significant respects do they vary across
program components, providers, or subgroups of clients?

Implementation What progress has been made in implementing new provisions??

Have feasibility or management problems become evident??

If activities and products are expected to conform to professional
standards or to program specifications, have they done so?

Targeting Have program activities or products focused on appropriate issues
or problems?

To what extent have they reached the appropriate people or
organizations?

Do current targeting practices leave significant needs unmet
(problems not addressed, clients not reached)?

Impact Overall, has the program led to improvements consistent with its
purpose?

If impact has not been uniform, how has it varied across program
components, approaches, providers, or client subgroups?

Are there components or providers that consistently have failed to
show an impact?

Side effects Have program activities had important positive or negative side

effects, either for program participants or outside the program??
Comparative Is this program’s strategy more effective in relation to its costs than
advantage others that serve the same purpose?

8information important for interim years.

We used these core questions to categorize and summarize the information
that was available from the three programs that we used as case studies,
as reported in chapter 3 and in the case study appendixes. In chapter 4, we
suggest how the Committee might draw from this list to request
interim-year information and to frame evaluation questions for
reauthorization review of programs of different types and features.
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The second objective of this study was to determine to what extent
information is actually available to answer oversight and reauthorization
questions pertinent to various programs. To address this objective, we
used one demonstration program and two (-nnfraahng service nrograms as

case studies.

Introduction

We identified core questions (described in chapter 2) pertinent to each
prograim based on our interviews and our review of enabling legislation
and congressional requests. Next, we reviewed all the information
available on the programs (from site reports and management information
systems to formal studies) to determine what information was available on
core evaluation questions (as adapted to fit each program), how much of
this information made its way to the Committee staff, and when and in
what form it had reached the staff. We also interviewed Committee and
agency staff to learn how adequately the Committee members and staff
felt that they had been informed, and what additional communication
occurred as the agency sought to interpret and respond to the Committee’s
requests.

Our three cases offer richly contrasting examples of information
requested, available and reported. The Comprehensive Child Development
Program is a new demonstration program whose design included explicit
provision for the collection of descriptive and evaluative information.

Chapter 1 of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act is a

long-standing education service program that collects minimal data from
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grantees but has been studied extensively through several mandated
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evaluations, the most recent of them reported to the Congress in 1993. The

Commumty Health Centers program maintains extensive data on program
uperauons but has not been asked for, nor hasit pi‘O’v‘iucu the Committee
with, comprehensive evaluation or program reports for years. Taken
together, the three cases oifer considerabie insight into what information
is collected and how it reaches (or fails to reach) the Committee.

Demonstration
Program: CCDP

sive Child Development Program Whl(‘h onmnafpd in

services to very young low-income children, their parents, and
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family members enhances the child’s well-being as well as his or her
physical, emotional, and intellectual development.! The various sites
funded through the program offer certain services in common—parent
education and training, case management, early childhood development
intervention, health care, child care, and family and child needs
assessment. However, sites vary considerably in the way they deliver these
services and in the specific objectives emphasized. (For example, some
sites focus on helping clients with day-to-day basic survival, while others
also provide preventive counseling.)

The descriptive, implementation, and effects questions for oversight and
reauthorization of the cCDP program are as follows: What is the basic
model or approach tested here? How are the centers different or similar in
terms of the local population, geographic location, and service provision?
What are some of the start-up and implementation difficulties the centers
faced? What are the principal program impacts? Have there been
beneficial or detrimental side effects to this program or any aspect of it?

Available Information
Relevant to These
Questions

Description

On the whole, we found that ccpp was designed (through legislation and
administration) to collect the categories of information critical to the
evaluation of this demonstration program, and it has done so. The
Administration for Children, Youth, and Families (ACYF), which
administers the program, has descriptive and evaluative information to
answer the core questions we identified.

Many sources provide the agency with useful information about the ccpp.
Between the program’s management information system and
observational reports, the agency has the raw material from which to
construct both quantitative and qualitative descriptions of the ccpp
approach as it is demonstrated across the centers, as well as to measure
ccppP’s impact and document other effects. (See table 1.1 for more details
on the data available.)

ACYF has rich descriptive information on program operations, clients, and
settings for the approximately 34 centers. The agency’s information system
includes standardized information from each center on client needs as
well as on what services are offered and how often they are provided.
Information is also collected on client and community characteristics—

!Although the enabling legislation did not refer to CCDP as a demonstration program, the agency has
collected implementation and impact data to meet the information needs of a demonstration program.

2See appendix I for more information on the program and what specific information is needed.
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Implementation

Impact

Side Effects and Comparative
Advantage

whether the center is located in a rural or urban area and what the center’s
philosophy and staffing patterns are—through center-written progress
reports, program-staff site visits, and ethnographers’ reports. ACYF thus has
information that can communicate a “feel” for the challenges providers
face in delivering a comprehensive set of services and how clients see the
program as affecting their lives.

We found much useful information on cCDP implementation processes and
feasibility issues, as well as evaluative information on whether the
program is being implemented as intended. ACYF has qualitative and
quantitative information that is useful for both compliance assessment and
service improvement. The ethnographers’ reports from the first year of the
program included specific information on start-up problems. They also
described how site officials completed such necessary steps as setting up
interagency agreements for service delivery and how grantees’ approaches
to service delivery were adapted as programs took shape. The grant
application, as well as the ethnographer, site visit, and progress reports,
provided additional insights into planned implementation.

The agency has data on participating children’s developmental progress
based on the results of standardized tests, as well as on whether parents
gained parenting skills. Measures of short-term changes in parental income
and employment status, as well as of general parental well-being and level
of education, are also available. The agency has gathered similar
information on a nonparticipating control group of families to compare
with clients to determine whether any observed changes in the program
families were a consequence of the demonstration program. Anecdotal
information from participating family members (in progress or
ethnographer reports) about how the program has improved their lives
has also been collected. These data should be sufficient to support
conclusions concerning the program’s impact on low-income families and
children.

The agency has diverse sources of information that would capture CCDP’s
side effects (intended or not) on the local community and its social
services agencies. CCDP evaluation studies have focused on this program
alone and were not designed to compare cCDP with similar or different
programs. A study comparing programs or models would need ccbp
program data as well as information on other programs, and it would need
to be arranged for separately. In addition, cross-site comparisons of
effectiveness may be difficult to make since CCDP centers differ in many
ways. If the Committee wants a comparison of the ¢cCpp approach with
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another, or an assessment of which ¢ccDP features are most needed, it
should request such a study.

What the Congress
Requested and What It
Received

Enabling legislation for the cCDP mandated a study that was to report on
results of the program by October 1, 1993. The legislation set out
evaluation objectives for a study (describe service delivery mechanisms
and assess project impacts), specified that project impacts be measured
with control group comparisons, and provided for an evaluation of
program successes, but allowed the agency to select its evaluation design.

In response to this mandate, the agency provided the Committee with a
report on program impacts on families and communities, an analysis of
program implementation, and a description of families and projects.® It
reported short-term effects on children, families, and mothers in terms of
their education, income, health, and parenting skills. Because it was due
before the demonstration was complete, the report provided only interim
findings.

This mandated report had both strengths and limitations. It provided
needed outcome conclusions, useful feasibility information, and a
separate, readable executive summary. Programwide impact results (and
answers to feasibility and process evaluation questions) were reported
succinctly and clearly, but disaggregated statistics would have shown the
Committee the range of performance and reflected possibly important
different features of the ccpp model. The feasibility information would
have been useful during the deliberations concerning reauthorization of
the Head Start Program and its inclusion of ccpp-like services, but the
report came out in May 1994 just as final action on the legislation was
occurring.

In the interim, the Committee obtained program information through three
other means (apart from normal ad hoc information requests). In
December 1991, the program agency sent the Committee copies of a report
it had prepared to inform the public and other agencies about cCDP,
Although intended for another audience, the report contained information
on program operations and differences among sites and also evaluative
information on program feasibility of use to the Committee in its cCDP
oversight and Head Start reauthorization activities.

SACYF, “Comprehensive Child Development Program—A National Family Support Demonstration,”
interim report to the Congress, May 6, 1994.
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Service Programs:
CHC and Chapter 1
ESEA

In addition, the agency provided information on cChP to a special
commission (consisting of congressional committee staff—including
representatives from this Committee—as well as agency officials and
outside experts) formed to make recommendations concerning the Head
Start Program. The ccpp program officer provided information to assist the
commission in understanding the possible effects of extending the Head
Start Program to include ccpp-like services to very young children. Finally,
a member of the Committee staff requested and obtained current data on
program impact—data more recent than the figures to be summarized in
the ccpp interim report—from child development center directors.

ACYF plans to provide a final report to the Congress in 1996. It will be based
on the entire 5 years of experience with the program and is expected to
provide an assessment of the overall impact of cCDP.

Core Questions About
These Programs

The first of our service programs, the CHC program, funds medical centers
to provide outpatient care (and supporting services such as patient
transportation) to populations that otherwise would lack access to such
health care. Some community health centers serve remote rural areas that
lack medical facilities, and others serve urban populations that do not
have access to care through other providers. (For a description of the CHC
program, see appendix II.) The Chapter 1 ESEA program provides financial
assistance (through grants to states) to local education agencies to meet
the special needs of educationally deprived children who live in areas with
high concentrations of low-income families. Student demographics,
educational achievement levels, and the services delivered vary
considerably from school to school. For example, some schools assist
low-performing students within the regular classroom, while others pull
these students out to a special setting for assistance. (For a description of
the Chapter 1 ESEA program, see appendix ITI.)

Table 3.1 summarizes the core questions adapted to fit the type and nature
of each program. The two programs have certain questions in common.

Both operate in diverse settings, so it is important to ask how services and
conditions vary as well as to secure a good summary description. Both are
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targeted to needy populations, so it is relevant to ask what proportion of
eligible clients were served and whether significant numbers of eligible
clients remained unserved. (For Chapter 1 ESEA, attention has focused
particularly on eligible students in the neediest schools—that is, schools in
which a high percentage of students come from low-income families.)

Table 3.1: Core Questions Adapted to
CHC and Chapter 1 ESEA Programs

Category of

information Questions for CHC Questions for Chapter 1 ESEA

Description Overall, what services are Overall, what services are
provided and to whom? How do  provided and to whom? How do
services, center locations, and  services and school and student
mix of clients vary from site to characteristics vary from site to
site? site’?

implementation Do clinical practices meet
professional quality standards?

Targeting What fraction of those who What fraction of the neediest
would otherwise lack access to  schools and students
care does the CHC program participate? How does this
serve? How does this fraction fraction vary across sites? How
vary across grantees? What many sites lack services?
significant areas, health
problems, or populations are not
covered?

Impact Has the long-term health status  In the aggregate, has
of CHC patients improved asa  disadvantaged students’
result of program services? achievement improved? Has

individual participants’
achievement? How does impact
differ across approaches and
across schoois? Do some
schools or approaches
consistently fail to produce
gains?

Side effects What are the effects on other Does the program fragment
health care providers (if any)in  responsibility for ensuring that
the CHC communities? students’ progress improves?

Comparative What are the comparative

advantage advantages of shifting to

schoolwide, rather than
individually targeted,
approaches?

Beyond the common ground delineated in table 3.1, the two programs are
dissimilar. For the CHC program, the question of whether the clinical
services provided meet current standards of good medical practice is
fundamental. In terms of program effect, the simple provision of quality
clinical services is an important program outcome. The broader medical
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research question of whether these services influence a patient’s health
status in the long run is pertinent to any health care service system (not
just this program) and thus needs to be answered in a broader context.
The Chapter 1 ESEA program, by contrast, focuses on questions of impact,
such as whether the provided services produced increases in student
achievement. Defining and evaluating the quality of implementation of
Chapter 1 ESEA services is a state and local responsibility. However, the
Congress has an interest in learning whether some of the general

- approaches used are more advantageous than others.

Available Information The agencies that administer the service programs we reviewed collect a
Relevant to These considerable amount of information potentially relevant to the foregoing
Questions questions. HHS' Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA)

receives narrative information in center applications; collects data on CHC
program services, costs, and clients; and maintains records of quality
reviews. When drawn together, this information could address many of the
questions we have identified. The numerous evaluation studies concerning
the Chapter 1 ESEA program similarly include information that covers many
of our questions. Moreover, HRSA and the Department of Education’s Office
of Compensatory Education receive additional useful information—
including clues to emerging concerns—through various program
management activities as well as through active networking with service
providers. In the sections below, we summarize what is available with
respect to each of the information categories and questions listed in table
3.1

Description Both of these programs have gathered information from grantees and have
used this information to provide aggregate descriptions and statistics,
rather than to describe the range of variation to be found within the
program. For Chapter 1 ESEA, data on clients, services, and student
achievement are initially collected at the school or center level but are
subsequently aggregated and reported at the state and national levels. CHC
reports data only for the program as a whole. HRSA could piece together
information from site visit reports and from its routine project
management activities to describe for the Committee how community
health centers and patients’ experiences within them differ. Descriptive
information of this kind is available from school case studies conducted in
connection with the recent Chapter 1 ESEA evaluation.? The summary
report of the evaluation included vignettes drawn from these studies and

4Sam Stringfield et al., Urban and Suburban/Rural Special Strategies for Educating Disadvantaged
Students—First Year Report (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, Office of the Under
Secretary, 1994).

Page 33 GAO/PEMD-95-1 Improving the Flow of Program Information to the Congress




Chapter 3
What Information Is Available? Three Case
Studies

Implementation

Targeting

also presented data that was disaggregated to describe differences
between high-poverty and low-poverty schools.®

Information about how the CHC clinics implement recommended medical
procedures is based on site visits, HRSA’s quality review, and federal and
regional officials’ routine program monitoring. As mentioned previously,
Chapter 1 ESEA has considered the quality of instructional practices tobe a
state and district responsibility. Federal program monitoring thus has not
included the gathering of data on instructional quality. However, there are
plans to make observation of instructional practices a larger part of
federal monitoring in the future.

The CHC program generates data about the numbers of clients served in its
centers, and HRsA could develop population estimates to calculate the
proportion of the targeted population that is served by each center and by
the program as a whole in areas already designated as medically
underserved. HRSA has relied on applicants to make known unmet needs in
areas not currently included. (Community groups or local health
organizations often apply for a designation of need.) In the past, it has not
initiated its own assessment of medical need for areas from which there
has been no application. However, based on Bureau of Primary Health
Care (BPHC) estimates of areas with high priority for federal intervention,
HRSA could determine the areas or people with the greatest general health
care need and estimate the amount of unmet need in areas not now
covered by cHcs. 8

The 1993 Chapter 1 ESEA evaluation included a special study that examined
the degree to which program funds were reaching the schools with the
greatest concentrations of disadvantaged students, as well as the number
of such schools that remain unserved. The question of whether funds are
going to the most educationally needy students cannot be answered from
grantee reports, but a study currently being conducted (the “Prospects”
study) will shed light on this issue. (The final report from that study is due
in January 1997.)

5Schools in which 75 percent or more of the students came from low-income families were designated
high-poverty schools; low-poverty schools were those in which 0 to 19 percent of the students came
from such families.

SHRSA is developing a proactive method of estimating the amount of need for primary care that does
not restrict the focus to currently designated areas. Some recent data on the amount of unmet
medically underserved needs are available from the National Association of Community Health
Centers.
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Impact

Side Effects and Comparative
Advantage

As noted previously, the primary purpose of the CHC program is to provide
medically underserved people with access to medical services. Program
data have focused on numbers served and service quality.” The express
purpose of Chapter 1 ESEA, however, is to improve student achievement.
Traditionally, two sources of information have been used to evaluate
program impact. Results from the National Assessment of Educational
Progress—which periodically tests a national sample of 4th, 8th, and 12th
grade students in reading, writing, and mathematics—have been used to
gauge whether disadvantaged students’ achievement is improving overall.
The program has also required states to report year-to-year gains in
participating students’ scores (aggregated to the state level) on nationally
normed standardized tests.

These gain-score data give some idea of whether students in the aggregate
are making progress, but they do not show the extent to which individual
participants are benefiting from the program to the extent that they no
longer need compensatory services. Nor do these aggregated data
illuminate variations in impact across schools or subgroups of students.
Attempts to use gain scores to identify schools that consistently fail to get
results have been problematic, in part because of inconsistency in
reporting and problems of data reliability.

In the future, the aforementioned “Prospects” study will fill in some of the
gaps left by traditional information sources. That study will provide more
differentiated information on services received and on achievement gains
of Chapter 1 ESEA participants in comparison with other students. As of
July 1, 1995, states will no longer be required to report nationally normed
test score data. Rather, each state will assess student progress and
adequacy of school performance in terms of its own standards for content
coverage and student performance, using achievement tests and other
instruments aligned to those standards. It is not yet clear what information
will be reported to the federal program office.

An issue for Chapter 1 ESEA has been whether providing compensatory
education services through separate teachers or in separate settings has
had undesirable side effects, such as impeding coordination between
regular and compensatory instruction or encouraging classroom teachers
to disclaim responsibility for Chapter 1 students’ progress. While the
program has data on how many schools use “pull-out” and other
approaches and how much time students spend in each, these data do not

THRSA collects some health outcome data and has recently contracted for an impact study of the CHC
program. It has also supported efforts to develop health outcome measures pertinent to any primary

care program.
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illustrate how commonly used versions of each approach actually operate
in relation to the regular classroom, how quality varies within each, and
how variations in quality and approach are linked to student outcomes.
The program has only begun to gather information at the level of detail
needed to shed light on these questions and to compare the advantages of
various models of delivering compensatory educational services. For the
CHC program, information is available on program side effects. The
comparative advantage of the CHC program over other programs has not
been an evaluation issue, although it may be in the future.

What the Congress
Requested and What It
Received

The Congress did not mandate an evaluation study or reports on the CHC
program, It did encourage evaluation of programs under the Public Health
Service, which would include cHc, through legislation that set aside funds
for that purpose. However, the set-aside provision did not require the
agency to synthesize information and report it to the Congress. Reports
have been provided when specifically requested, but this approach has left
much useful information unreported, as the CHC case illustrates.®

The Committee informally requested studies and reports about particular
aspects of the CHC program (such as the costs and effects of the
Comprehensive Perinatal Care Program, quality of care, and capital
improvement needs), and the agency provided them. In the absence of a
request for a summary evaluation of the program, however, the bulk of the
agency’s information resources remained untapped. The only overall
report the Committee received on the CHC program was the annual
appropriations request-—which stated the program’s purpose, noted some
of the services offered and the number of users, and reported previous
program funding levels. However, this annual request, in keeping with the
standard format for such requests (which are focused on appropriations
issues), described the program in very broad terms. Committee staff
commented that such general, highly aggregated information was not
particularly useful for overseeing or evaluating the CHC program.

The Chapter 1 ESEA program offers a contrasting case in which the
Committee has requested and received a great deal of information, both in
interim years and for reauthorization. Soon after major changes were
made to the program in 1988, congressional and agency officials became

8For information on the use of the PHS set-aside, see our earlier report entitled Public Health Service:
Evaluation Set-Aside Has Not Realized Its Potential to Inform the Congress, GAO/PEMD-93-13
(Washington, D.C.: Apr. 8, 1993). The Preventive Health Amendments of 1993 (P.L. 103-183) amended
the Public Health Service Act to establish a requirement for annual reporting of findings of evaluations
conducted under the set-aside.
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aware of implementation problems with the “maintenance of effort”
provision for schoolwide programs.® The two sides communicated, and the
problems were remedied. (We were told that this kind of interim-year
problem identification and correction are common.)

The Congress mandated two major evaluation efforts for Chapter 1 ESEA:
(1) alongitudinal study of a national sample of students (the “Prospects”
study) and (2) an evaluation of the implementation and the effects of
changes made in 1988. It also established a special panel to examine the
use of standardized tests to assess student achievement.

In the course of its reauthorization deliberations in 1993 and 1994, the
Committee received reports from the longitudinal study, the assessment
study, and the numerous special studies that comprised the mandated
evaluation. There was also a summary report that drew together findings
and derived recommendations from all of these efforts. The plethora of
study reports provided more information than the Committee could
comfortably process. However, the summary report—which was
organized around policy questions and provided easy-to-find summaries of
main points, disaggregated data, and illustrative vignettes on case study
schools—was viewed as useful.

The Congress also requested, and the Committee has received, a summary
of Chapter 1 ESEA program participation and achievement data for each
year—unfortunately, not until a year or more after the end of the school
year for which data are collected.!® General descriptive material and
summary data are included in appropriation requests and in the
Department of Education’s annual summary of evaluations.

Communicating About
Information Needs

In each of the cases we studied, we observed very limited communication
between the parties concerning the Committee’s questions and how the
agency might best respond to them. Ad hoc inquiries aside, congressional
requests for evaluative information took the form of statutory mandates.
These mandates were quite specific, setting forth design details and report
dates as well as objectives for the evaluation. The specifics were worked
out in Committee deliberations with relatively little input from agency
staff. In one of our cases, agency officials reviewed and suggested changes

9This provision concerns expenditures per pupil under a schoolwide program compared to
expenditures in the same schools in the previous fiscal year.

1°The agency has established new procedures and, as a result, expects to make data available more
promptly in the future.
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in an early draft that was under House committee review, but they did not
discuss their concerns with committee representatives.

Once the evaluation mandates became law, agency officials in the
Department of Education and HHS took them as a given. In preparing to
implement the mandates, they went to considerable effort to interpret the
interests and concerns expressed in the written record, but they did not
confirm their interpretation with the Committee. Education Department
officials did seek to obtain a sense of the relative priority of the questions
listed and to discuss what they judged to be unworkable deadlines or
design specifications, but Committee staff informed us that such behavior
was the exception.!! (In another case, the program manager did not see
discussion of concerns with the Committee as a realistic option.) We
found that, for the most part, agency officials simply did their best to do
what was mandated.

Interchange was similarly limited as evaluations were conducted and
reported. For example, Committee staff attended some of the meetings of
the advisory group to the Chapter 1 ESEA evaluation, but as observers
rather than as spokespersons for the Committee’s information needs.
Department of Education officials briefed the Committee on the
forthcoming report, but Committee staff perceived that these briefings
were designed to inform the Committee of what the Department had done
rather than as an occasion for dialogue about priorities or about the best
way to present the information.

Finally, we observed that the Committee rarely provided feedback to the
agency concerning the reports it received. Committee staff did recall
telling Department of Education officials that the clear organization and
policy focus of the Chapter 1 report had been helpful. But they indicated
that the Committee was unlikely to provide feedback on reports that were
unsatisfactory—that is, that either failed to provide relevant information
or buried it in an undigested mass of facts and observations.

The literature on public policy and the legislative process suggests that the
communication patterns we observed are to be expected. The executive
and legislative branches of government have different constituencies,
institutional perspectives, and interests. Evaluative information often has
policy implications that could have important consequences for the agency
and department,

UThe National Assessment of Chapter 1 was mandated in May 1990, with a final report due at the end
of 1992. Meeting this schedule posed major challenges for the Department.
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Concluding
Observations

In view of their importance, policy-sensitive communications with the
Congress are channeled through central congressional liaison offices, and
contacts with committees are subject to high-level policy review and
clearance. Discussions with our Committee respondents and agency
officials, together with.our review of agency policy, revealed that the
liaison officer’s chief role is to facilitate the exchange of information as
legislation is drafted and enacted. Liaison officers also pass along ad hoc
committee requests for information and arrange the briefings that precede
the issuance of an evaluation study report. But they typically do not bring
agency and committee staff together for evaluation planning.

Each of the three programs we studied collected a great deal of
information relevant to questions of interest to the Committee. True, there
were gaps in the information, and some useful questions could not be
answered from available sources. However, we observed that lack of
information does not appear to be the main problem. Rather, the problem
seems to be that available information is not organized and communicated
effectively. Much of the available information did not reach the
Committee, or reached it in a form that was too highly aggregated to be
useful or that was difficult to digest.

Second, we observed that the Committee was given no more than it asked
for. It asked for no summary evaluation report on the CHC program, and it
received none—either in interim years or at reauthorization. It mandated
studies on a host of implementation and evaluation questions concerning
the Chapter 1 ESEA program, and it received a report on every one. It
mandated a report evaluating the ccpp, and it received such a
report—although the report results could only be based on information
from a few years of experience.

However, receiving what it initially asked for did not always meet the
Congress’ current needs, since these evolved over time (whereas statutory
mandates remained fixed). For example, the Chapter 1 ESEA mandate
called for a study of the implementation of services to children in private
schools, but implementation was no longer a major issue by the time the
report was due. The reauthorization and consideration of expanding Head
Start services provided another example: it created a need for an
earlier-than-scheduled report on emerging findings (on feasibility and
implementation issues, in particular) from the ccpp program office.

2Some of the emerging findings on implementation drawn from the report could have been fruitfully
shared in a letter or briefing to the Committee while report editing and clearance proceeded as usual.
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Finally, we observed that communication between the Committee and
agency staff knowledgeable about program information was limited and
comprised a series of one-way communications (from the Committee to
the agency or the reverse) rather than joint discussion. This pattern of
communication, which was reinforced by departmental arrangements for
congressional liaison, affords little opportunity to build a shared
understanding about the Committee’s needs and how to meet them.

Taking into consideration what we found and reported in chapter 2, our
case studies led us to conclude that obtaining timely and useful
information for oversight and reauthorization requires not only knowing
what questions to ask, but also ensuring that the information is in fact
requested when needed and communicating with the agency to establish
a mutual understanding of information needs and how they can be met. In
chapter 4, we propose a strategy that incorporates each of these features.
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Our final task for this report was to propose a strategy that the Committee
might use to request information—one that would take into account the
various factors that have contributed to unsatisfactory results in the past.
The Committee’s request letter recognized one such factor: the difficulty
of knowing what questions to ask about programs of various types. Our
strategy addresses that factor as well as two others that came to light
through our case studies: agencies’ disposition to provide information only
when they have been asked to do so, and insufficient communication
between the Committee and the agency with respect to information needs.
We thus propose a strategy that attends not only to the content of
information requests, but also to communication practices that can help
ensure satisfactory responses to those requests.

The strategy we suggest for the Committee’s consideration includes the
following three components:

selecting and adapting, from a core list, the descriptive and evaluative
questions to be asked about a program in interim years and at
reauthorization;

arranging explicitly to obtain timely oversight information in interim years
as well as to receive results of evaluation studies at reauthorization; and
providing for increased communication with agency program and
evaluation staff to help ensure that information needs are understood and
that requests and reports are suitably framed and are adapted as needs
evolve,

Identifying and
Adapting Core
Questions

We begin by proposing guidance to assist the Committee in identifying the
questions to ask concerning a given program. In chapter 2, we outlined a
set of core questions that might be asked about programs of various types.
In the section that follows, we suggest how the Committee, drawing on its
sense of the policy issues and of the history of a particular program, can
select the core questions most important to that program, restate them in
program-specific terms, and outline the forms of information needed to
answer them. The Committee may elect to select and state the questions
initially (as in the process of framing the questions for a mandated
evaluation) and then request comments from the agency. Or, it may ask
the agency to perform this initial step and to confirm the questions with
the Committee.

In either case, we suggest that the Committee begin by reviewing the
particular program’s purpose and history, current policy issues regarding
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this program, and the policy context, This initial review will help to
determine which of the core questions listed in table 2.1 apply, what
additional questions are of interest, and whether a full evaluation is
needed. (It would probably be useful to ask the agencies to review the list
also, as a first step in building a common framework for thinking about
evaluation information.) For example, if policy review determines that the
program’s function could now be performed at the state level or that its
dwindling population could be covered under a similar federal program,
there might be little reason to seek additional agency information about
program implementation or impact.

As noted in chapter 2, knowledge of a program’s type or purpose is helpful
in identifying the categories of information that are likely to be most
critical to its evaluation. For example, the evaluation of demonstration
programs (other than those that merely seek to provide an example)
generally involves questions concerning implementation and impact,
Statistics and research programs virtually always involve questions of
implementation in accordance with professional standards and targeting
to relevant problems.

Beyond this, programs must be reviewed on a case-by-case basis to
determine which core questions are most pertinent. For example, the
Committee or agency might ask itself the following questions:

Do conditions within this program vary so substantially that the
Committee will need disaggregated descriptive information?

Are there new program aspects or provisions that are so significant that
the Committee will want information on their implementation in interim
years?

Is targeting a critical issue for this program? If so, which of the targeting
questions apply?

Have possible side effects been identified that warrant a specific question?

In most cases, the Committee or the agency should restate each relevant
core question so that it fits the program—for example, to identify the
particular target population as “recently migrant students” rather than as
“the appropriate people.” The case studies reported in chapter 3 and in the
appendixes provide examples of such restatements.

The Committee should also consider what form of information it needs in

‘response to each question, and when and for what purpose (oversight or
reauthorization) the information is needed. This is not to say that the
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Committee should spell out in detail the specific data to be submitted.
Rather, it should let the agency know its intent with regard to such
questions as the following:

Is the information needed for the next reauthorization or at an interim
date before that time?

Is an empirically precise answer—and hence time and resources to
support a planned study—needed?

Examining its information needs in this way will help the Committee focus
on the central issues, express its intent clearly, and avoid elaborate and
expensive data collection when an estimate based on existing evidence
would do as well. (For example, rather than developing an exact count of
the number of sites that have implemented a new provision, program
managers might estimate based on recent monitoring visits that about two
thirds of the sites had done so.) This outline will form the basis for framing
information requests that make the Committee’s objectives clear, while
avoiding detailed specifications that may prove to be unworkable. (Under
our strategy, the agency is responsible for working out the details but must
communicate with the Committee as it does so to ensure that the resulting
plan meets the Committee’s needs.)

To assist the Committee in creating such an outline, we have drawn on our
observations from this study to create a guidance table (table 4.1). This
table contains a row for each of our categories of information: description,
implementation, targeting, impact, side effects, and comparative
advantage. In addition, column one of the table lists our core questions in
abbreviated form, column two notes the kinds of information that may be
needed for each question, and column three notes the types of programs to
which the question is likely to apply.
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Table 4.1: Guide to ldentifying Needed
Information

Question

Information needed to
respond

Applicability

Description

Overall, what activities are
conducted? By whom? How
extensive and costly are the
activities, and whom do they
reach?

Narratives and summary
data that describe the
scope and extent of the
program

All programs

If conditions, activities, and
purposes are not uniform
throughout the program, in
what significant respects do
they vary across program
components, providers, or
subgroups of clients?

Narratives and
disaggregated data that
show the extent of variation
within the program

Programs that feature
varied activities, clients,
and settings

implementation

What progress has been
made in implementing new
provisions??

Notification of early
difficulties; descriptive data
on the extent of
implementation at specified
intervals; answers
concerning feasibility issues

All demonstration programs;
other types of programs
when new or when
important new features are
introduced

Have feasibility or
management problems
become evident??

Same as above

Any program

If activities and products are
expected to conform to
professional standards or to
program specifications, have
they done so?

Answers concerning
whether and to what extent
criteria have been met;
notification of evidence that
standards or criteria may be
inappropriate or outdated

All statistics and research
programs; other types of
programs when criteria are
specified

Targeting

Have program activities or
products focused on
appropriaie issues or
problems?

Description of the issues or
problems targeted and
evidence that supports their
selection; if different
components of the program
target different problems,
report them separately

Statistics, research, service,
and regulatory programs

To what extent have they
reached the appropriate
people of organizations?

Answers showing how
many of each relevant
category of person or
organization were reached;
if targeting differs by site or
by program component,
report separately for each

Demonstration, service, and
regulatory programs;
statistics and research
programs whose objectives
include increasing the
participation of or
disseminating results to
certain populations
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Answers concerning
variations in conditions and
program impact under each

condition
conaraen

Demonstration, service, and
regulatory programs that
deal with varied clients or

varied conditions of
varieQ congaitions ot

implementation

Are there components or
providers that consistently
have failed to show an

impact?

Answers concerning

variation in impact across
providers or components
and extent of turnover in the
low-performance category

Same as above

Side effects

Have program activities had
imporant positive or negative
side effects, either for
program participants or

outside the program??

Notification of possib!e
Bll&lblb answers Il (:.'VI e‘lce
shows need for further

investigation

Any program

Comparative advantage

Is this program'’s strategy
more effective in relation to
its costs than others that
serve the same purpose?.

Comparative analysis of
effects of this program and
of alternative approaches in
relation to costs

Any program when
alternatives and evidence
concerning them are
available

anformation important for interim years.

Once questions have been identified, the Committee will need to arrange

avnlircitly tn nhtaoin ragnnnaac tn tham Racad on nnr ahaarvatinng wa
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suggest that the Committee set up procedures for reporting in interim

yeéars as well as arranging for program or Lumpcuauve evaluations to be
conducted in connection with reauthorization and policy review decisions.

P L S ]

Page 45

GAO/PEMD-95-1 Improving the Flow of Program Information to the Congress



Chapter 4
A Strategy for Requesting Evaluation

Information
Soliciting Interim-Year Currently, there is no standard mechanism for prompting agencies to
Information report information the Committee would find useful for oversight in

interim years—that is, time-sensitive information that would keep the
Committee informed of progress in implementing new provisions and of
significant new evidence concerning program activities and effects. (As
noted previously, neither budget submissions nor annual reports—as
currently configured—are designed to serve this purpose.)

We propose that the Committee initiate a mechanism for prompting
agencies (or a subset of agencies the Committee selects) to respond to
program oversight questions each year. Agencies already prepare
responses to questions about their budget requests each year, and they
could provide responses to the authorizing committee on a similar

- schedule.

In the interest of evoking responses that are brief and up-to-date, we
suggest that the Committee express its request for interim-year
information through a letter (transmitted to the program agency through
established departmental channels) rather than more formally through
legislation.! The annual letter could include questions tailored to a
particular program (such as progress in remedying a problem that was
identified in a previous evaluation or oversight review). However, we
believe that many of our core questions pertinent to interim years (for
example, “what progress has been made in implementing significant new
provisions” or “have feasibility problems become evident?”) could be
asked in general form in cases where the Committee’s specific concerns
have been communicated in earlier discussions with the agency.?

Agency officials indicated that they can respond to telephone or letter
requests for time-sensitive factual information relatively quickly. However,
responses to statutory reporting mandates or to Committee requests for
information that raise budget or policy issues or that involve changes in
legislation take time to develop. Such responses often involve policy or
management concerns—concerns that go beyond the immediate program
and that program staff are not authorized to address. Department officials
appropriately require that these responses be centrally reviewed so that

1We expect that currently established departmental procedures would be followed in transmitting
Committee requests to program agency staff and in approving and transmitting the latter’s response.

2The questions to be included in the letter, and the timing of the requests, should be reviewed when the
system of annual performance reports, established through the Government Performance and Results
Act of 1993 (P.L. 103-62), is implemented in the year 2000. The fit between our approach and the act’s
is discussed in more detail later in this chapter.
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these broader concerns can be addressed and input from different units
coordinated.

-.,.

along with stating the Committee’s questions, the

ul if,
request letter or o other communication included such language as: “Please

taff pprqnn\ if you have questions: we welcome the
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opportumty to discuss this request.” Th.lS would encourage contac
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the department an opportunity to indicate which questions could be
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answered quicmy and uﬂeuuy' anda wiiucn raiseda compiex issues that would
take more time to resolve.

't,‘l\
vC

from
oyt
gt

Preparing for
Reauthorization or Policy
Review

Communicating About
Information Needs

As discussed in chapter 2, answering the evaluation questions that arise
during reauthorization often requires data or narrative information beyond
what the program routinely collects. We urge the Committee to notify
agencies well in advance when it has such questions in mind so that they
can plan (and budget) to obtain and analyze the necessary material in
time. Such advance notice would help the agency set priorities for using
the resources available to support evaluations. Comparative studies also
require considerable advance preparation.

The foregoing leads us to the final element of our strategy: increased

commitiea-agancyv communication concerning information needs Ag

CULLLALOVOTTGRR VALY LUK LG UL CUARLTA TUln A ILUL IR 28000 L3

stated in chapter 3, present practice affords little opportunity for joint

digritgeinn o dfivraa adancty nradgram and avaliratian gtaff hitla haoia far

uwidL uooiuil a.nu SiVOO apgliiLy pPlugldilll Aliu ©TvdadiudtiUull Olall 1wt vanios 1ul

understanding what the Committee wants to know and what method of
“packaging” the information would be most useful to it. We agree with
other authors that increasing the opportunities for discussion would likely

lead to more satisfactory resuits.

Increased communication is critical at two points and would be useful at
several others. The critical points occur

when the Committee frames a request for information, to ensure that the
agency understands what is wanted and thus can alert the Committee to
issues of content or feasibility that need resolution, and

as report drafting begins, to assist the agency in understanding the issues

that will be before the Committee and what kind of presentation format is

thus likely to be most useful.
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Feasibility of Our
Approach

These points are critical because unverified agency assumptions or
misinterpretations at either point can cause even the best-intentioned
agency response to be off the mark.

The additional points at which we suggest communication occur

When the agency develops the design of a major study, to venfy that it is
on target from the Committee’s perspective;

midway through the period between reauthorizations, to consider whether
issues and priorities have changed and to involve any new Committee
staff, and

after a report is submitted, to convey feedback concerning its usefulness
to the Committee.

Communication at these points might not be necessary in cases where the
task before the agency is clear-cut, the issues are unlikely to change, and
the report is well received. However, in less favorable circumstances,
these communications points would likely be useful.

Additional communication can be facilitated by using organizational
structures and procedures that are already in place. It is important for the
Committee to initiate requests and to give agencies a clear signal that it
welcomes discussion with the agency, as previously outlined. The
congressional liaison officer for the agency can then assist by providing
agency program and evaluation staff with background information about
the Committee’s intent. He or she can also bring agency and Committee
representatives together so that issues can be resolved and mutual
understanding achieved.

During the course of our study, we discussed our proposed strategy with
Committee staff and with officials in the agencies that served as case
studies. Both groups found our core questions useful and acknowledged
the potential benefits and even a common interest in moving in the
direction we propose.

Both groups also noted factors (ranging from demands on Committee time
to potential conflicts over where to draw the line between legislative
oversight and executive responsibility) that create obstacles to the kinds
of collaboration the strategy envisions. Given the different constituencies,
institutional perspectives, and interests of the Congress and the executive
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Agency Comments
and Our Response

departments, these obstacles are to be expected. However, we were
impressed by the commonality of interest that we observed between the
two groups. We believe that it constitutes a solid basis for moving forward
to improve the usefulness of evaluation information.

In written comments on a draft of this report, the Departments of
Education and HHS agreed to the benefits of increased consultation
between the Commiittee and the agency regarding evaluative information
needs. However, they were concerned that our proposed strategy be
consistent with the requirements of the Government Performance and
Results Act and not constitute an added burden. The Department of
Education also expressed concern about two of our categories of
information—side effects and comparative advantage. The Department
noted that questions under these categories can be difficult for the
program agency to address if they require information about programs
administered by another agency. We address these concerns in turn.

Our Approach and GPRA

While this study was in progress, the Congress passed the Government
Performance and Results Act of 1993 (P.L. 103-62). By the turn of the
century, annual reporting under this act is expected to fill some of the
information gaps we describe in this report. Among other things, GPrA
requires every agency to establish indicators of performance, set annual
performance goals, and report on actual performance in comparison with
these goals each March beginning in the year 2000. Agencies are now
developing strategic plans (to be submitted September 30,

1997) articulating the agency’s mission, goals, and objectives preparatory
to meeting these reporting requirements.

We compared our approach with GPrRA’s and concluded that the two are
compatible. Both approaches emphasize the importance of agency
consultation with the Congress as evaluation strategies are planned, goals
and objectives identified, and indicators selected. Both note the
importance of providing information that indicates how well the program
is doing with respect to its intended objectives, and both call for annual
reporting of information to provide the basis for accountability and
effective oversight.

We foresee little added burden—and some efficiency of effort—from using

our approach in conjunction with GPrA. The procedures for identifying and
adapting core questions presented earlier in this chapter are likely to be
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useful in preparing to meet GPRA requirements, and consultation with the
Committee should ensure that data collected to support GPrA reporting can
also be used to meet the Committee’s special needs (for example, that
performance data can be disaggregated in ways that are important to the
Committee).

At the same time, our suggested approach provides a useful complement
to GPRA. Our approach to requesting interim-year information can be
applied immediately, to take advantage of currently available information
while GPRA reports are being planned. Moreover, while GPRA annual
reporting focuses on intended program outcomes, our approach covers
additional categories of information—description, side effects, and
comparative advantage—that the Committee finds useful, especially in
connection with major program reauthorizations or policy reviews.

Evaluating Side Effects
and Comparative
Advantage

We agree that to evaluate comparative advantage typically requires data
beyond what the administering agency can provide and that some
side-effects questions might also pose this problem. Our discussion in
chapter 2 notes that by virtue of their complex informational
requirements, comparative advantage studies typically are implemented
through special arrangements. Special arrangements would similarly be
appropriate for conducting a detailed evaluation of one program’s side
effects on other programs.

Many side-effects questions, however, fall within the scope of evaluation
for a particular program (as our case study examples illustrate). The
process of discussion that we have suggested should help the Committee
and the agency identify the side-effects questions that are pertinent to a
program and the level of detail or precision needed for each. Discussion
should also examine whether it is feasible for the administering agency to
gather this information or whether special arrangements will be needed.
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Appendix [

Comprehensive Child Development Program

Program Description

Program Authorization and
Objectives

The Comprehensive Child Development Program was authorized in 1988
under the Comprehensive Child Development Centers Act of 1988 (P.L.
100-297). ccop was reauthorized through fiscal year 1994 under the
Augustus F. Hawkins Human Services Reauthorization Act of 1990. In

May 1994, elements of cCDP were incorporated into a new Head Start
Program for Families With Infants and Toddlers, authorized under title I of
P.L. 103-252, the Head Start Act amendments.!

ccop was designed to enhance the physical, emotional, and intellectual
development of low-income children (infants to school age) and to
contribute to self-sufficiency by providing support to their parents and
other family members. This demonstration program’s purpose is to test
whether it is feasible and effective to provide integrated and
comprehensive support services early in the child’s life and within the
family context.

Program Operation,
Participation Levels, and
Funding

The Department of Health and Human Services funded 24 ccpp grants in
1989 and 1990 and 10 more in 1992. Each grant provided funding for 5
years. There are currently 34 projects in rural and urban areas providing
core services (health care, mental health care, child care, early educational
intervention, early childhood development, prenatal care, parenting
education, employment counseling, vocational training, adult education,
and nutritional assistance).

A CCpP grantee organization (which may be a health clinic, a family
services agency, a university, or even a school district) acts as a service
integrator by building supporting networks with community agencies and
at times facilitating and advocating for services. Each grantee organization
assesses local needs in its area and plans ways to meet these needs
through direct intervention of family-focused case management and a
combination of project-provided services and services arranged through
third-party providers. All projects use the case management approach;
however, the degree of reliance on existing agencies in the community

IThis appendix describes CCDP until the May 18, 1994, Head Start Act amendments and
reauthorization.
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varies from project to project. Each project has an advisory board with
community, business, and client-family representation.?

Fiscal year 1991 funding for this program totaled $24 million; for fiscal
year 1993, an increase of $23 million ($20 million received from the
Department of Education) brought the total to $47 million, which was also
the amount requested for fiscal year 1994.

Administrative Structure

The Head Start Bureau of the Administration on Children, Youth, and
Families in the Department of Health and Human Services is responsible
for the administration of CCDP grants. ACYF's functions include selecting
grantees, providing technical assistance, monitoring their compliance with
program regulations, and directing contractors in the performance of
process and impact evaluation studies.

Mandated Evaluation

The authorizing legislation for cCbp mandated an evaluation report on
program impact and program feasibility that was due on October 1, 1993.
HHS provided an interim evaluation report—on short-term program impact
and on the structure and mechanisms of service delivery—to the Senate
Committee on Labor and Human Resources in May 1994. That interim
report covered the results of approximately the first half of the 5-year
cycle of services. A final report covering the entire program is scheduled
for delivery in March 1996.

Major Sources of
Information

To meet the evaluation requirements, the agency has arranged to collect
diverse types and sources of information. The grantee organizations are
required to collect data on program operations, user participation, and
compliance with program regulations. In addition, each project submits
progress reports on its activities (including vignettes on participants’
successes) to ACYF. A nonparticipant observes agency operations and
records information on side effects and local community dynamics in
ethnographer reports. ACYF conducts site visits that result in a letter
assessing regulatory compliance and implementation and discussing
quality issues (site visit reports). These program-monitoring documents
also contribute to the assessment of CCDP operations and feasibility.

2ACYF refers to individual CCDP grantee sites as “centers.” We use the term “project” instead to refer
to the physical center itself, community characteristics, and services available in the community.
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In December 1991, the agency published a report that described ccpp and
start-up and enrollment issues (referred to as the ccpp First Annual
Report). The agency has recently published its interim evaluation report tc
the Congress entitled “Comprehensive Child Development Program—A
National Family Support Demonstration” (referred to as the ccpp Interim
Report). The ccpp Interim Report provided analyses of program
implementation and short-term program impacts on families and
communities, as well as a description of families and projects. In a final
report to be prepared after the enrolled families have received b years of
services, the agency expects to provide a greater understanding of how
effects vary with the intensity and duration of services, as well as with
differences in the effects of projects’ characteristics. It will also provide a
picture of the effects of long-term participation on families and children.

Evaluation Questions
and Information
Needs

Interim-Year Questions CCDP projects have reported on start-up problems and early progress. The
Committee might also ask to be informed of new feasibility issues and of
program impacts or significant side effects (discussed in more detail
below) as they become evident at existing and new projects under the
reauthorized Head Start Program.

Reauthorization Questions After the Head Start reauthorization of 1994, ccpp will not continue as a
separate program, but its grantees will continue to operate, together with
new ones, under the newly authorized Head Start Program for Families
With Infants and Toddlers. Because this new program appears generally
similar to ccpp, we expect that the questions posed for ccpp could also
inform oversight of the new and continuing projects.

Table 1.1 suggests evaluation questions pertinent to a demonstration
program that are drawn from the list of core questions in chapter 2 and
restated in terms of ccDP. The table also identifies indicators or measures
needed to answer those questions and summarizes related information
that is currently available. It demonstrates the use of the
question-selection strategy proposed in chapter 4. The questions and
indicators are suggestive and not prescriptive for the program. Under our

Page 54 GAO/PEMD-95-1 Improving the Flow of Program Information to the Congress




Appendix 1
Comprehensive Child Development Program

strategy, the Committee and Department staffs would collaborate to work
out the specific questions and indicators needed.

Table 1.1: CCDP Evaluation Questions |

and Related Information Question Indicator or measure Available information
Description
What model or approachis ~ Description of required Requirements are stated in
tested here (core services elements of the model authorizing legislation and
provided, service delivery program documents and
method, organization)? were summarized in the

CCDP Interim and First
Annual Reports.

How do features of the model Narrative descriptions of Management information

differ across projects? major variants and data system, progress reports,
showing the frequency with and ethnographer reports
which each occurs provide relevant

information; CCDP interim
Report notes significant
variants on the model (for
example, type of grantee
agency, staffing
configurations, and
interagency agreements).

What are the conditions Range and amount of Management information
(project size and philosophy, variation in project system, progress reports,
client makeup, or community characteristics that affect and ethnographer reports
resources) under which implementation of program  provide this information, but
services are provided, and model the CCDP Interim Report
how do they differ? does not compare critical

project-based
characteristics of program
operations; the final report
is expected to make such
comparisons.

Implementation

What start-up and operating  Observational or participant Site visit, ethnographer, and

difficulties did projects face  survey data collected as progress reports described

and how were they resolved? program was implemented  difficulties of putting the
new projects into operation .
and providing all core
services; both the CCDP
First Annual and Interim
Reports cover start-up and
operational difficulties and
early solutions.

(continued)
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Question

Indicator or measure

Available information

What modifications in the
model were made by the
grantees or program (for
example, in case
management or in
arrangements with other
service providers)?

Observation or survey
responses describing the
modifications and reasons
for making them,
descriptions and
classification of
arrangements between
organizations at different
times

Progress, site visit, and
ethnographer reports, as
well as refunding grant
applications, contain
pertinent information, some
of which is summarized in
the CCDP First Annuai
Report; the basic program
model is also described
there.

What has CCDP
demonstrated about the
feasibility of applying the
program model?

Data that illuminate
conditions for successful
implementation, barriers
to implementation, and
cost of implementation

The sources mentioned
above, supplemented by
grantees’ financial records,
include the needed
information; CCDP Interim
Report provides information
on implementation
problems and some
solutions in the early years
of the program.

Targeting

Question is not
applicable—client selection
not discretionary

Not applicable

Not applicable

impact

To what extent did services
improve child development
and family self-sufficiency?

Measures of children’s and
family members’ skills and
behaviors upon enroliment
and after receiving
services; measures

of services received;
comparable data from
comparable families that
did not participate.

CCDP Interim Report
provides information on a
variety of outcomes for the
child, mother, and family as
well as for members of the
control group; these data
can be combined with
descriptive data about
users and services to
provide answers about
impact.

Under what conditions, and
with what kinds of services or

delivery mechanisms, has the

program been most or least
successful?

Measures of child and
family outcomes by project
and service, displayed to
show range and variance.

CCDP Interim Report
provides programwide child
and family outcomes;
subsequent reports are
expected to describe how
effects vary by services
provided and project-based
characteristics.
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Question Indicator or measure Available information

Side effects

Have CCDP activities Evidence of addition of new Ethnographer, advisory

prompted increased services or increased board, and project

provision, gquality, and coordination among director’s reports captured

coordination of services to existing services as an these observations, and

the non-CCDP community?  outgrowth of project positive changes were
networking efforts noted in CCDP Interim

Report.
Comparative advantage
Would a reduced version of  Estimates of enhanced CCDP evaluation studies

CCDP (which included only  family self-sufficiency and  will provide some impact
the most viable elements) be child development under data, which would be basis
more effective than other modified-CCDP, impact for estimates of
approaches? data from comparison modified-CCDP effects; a
program or other approach separate study is needed to
: compare these estimated
effects with the effects of
other programs.
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Program Description

Program Authorization and
Objectives

The Community Health Center (CHC) program was authorized in 1975
under section 330 of the Public Health Service Act. At the time this report
was written, the program was authorized through fiscal year 1994, and
reauthorization for fiscal year 1995 was expected shortly. The program’s
purpose is to provide access to comprehensive and case-managed primary
health care services to rural and urban populations living in medically
underserved areas.! The program also targets “at-risk” populations
(pregnant women, children, substance abusers, and elderly persons), and
centers seek to overcome barriers to health care access, such as those
related to cultural and language differences.

Program Operation,
Funding, and Participation
Levels

The cHC program funded 579 grantee centers serving 1,575 sites on a
budget of $558 million in fiscal year 1993. (The fiscal year 1994
appropriation was about $603.5 million.) All centers provide health care
services such as physician services, diagnostic laboratory and radiological
services, and pharmaceutical and emergency services, as well as
preventive care like immunizations, dentistry, family planning, and vision
and hearing screening. Other required services include translation
services, transportation, and referrals to other providers, and centers can
opt to provide supplemental services like health education and outreach.
Services are provided to about 6 million medically underserved or “at-risk’
people a year. The fiscal year 1994 appropriation of $604 million
represents an increase of $46 million to fund new sites and serve more
people.

CHC centers serve areas (urban and rural) with poor access to medical
services, and they also provide supporting services targeted to the local
community’s needs (such as transportation, day care, or culturally
sensitive care to minority groups). Most centers operate on a
fee-for-service basis, while others provide managed care.

Administrative Structure

The CHC program is administered by the Bureau of Primary Health Care.
BPHC is part of the Health Resources and Services Administration within

!An area is designated “medically underserved” by HHS, in conjunction with state authorities, based or
a formula that includes four variables: physician-to-population ratio, infant mortality rate, poverty
population, and population 65 years of age and older. An area may encompass a neighborhood or an
entire county.
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the Public Health Service of uus. Regional uus offices assist headquarters
in monitoring grantees’ compliance with program regulations. The CHC has
a subprogram, the Comprehensive Perinatal Care Program, that provides
additional funding for enhanced perinatal services and is treated here asa
Separate program.

The lagt reauthoriz

The last reauthorization did not mandate an evaluation or any type of
report to the Congress on this program. However, HrSA has initiated and
conducted several evaluation studies, which are discussed in the next
section.

Major Sources of
Information

The legislation requires (1) that community health centers have an
effective procedure for collecting information on their costs of operation,
{2) that information on the use of services (their availability and
accessibility) be collected, and (3) that grantees collect data on program
operations and user participation. HHS regional offices collect and enter
computerized data received from grantees into the Bureau’s Commmon
Reporting Requirements (BCRR) data system. BPHC is planning changes in
this system to allow collection of additional data on clients, their health
status and needs, and types of services provided. A new provision is
intended to result in information about the age-appropriate preventive
services provided at different sites. Grant applications include information
on each center, the health needs of its community, and progress toward

achieving its program goals (such as retaining chents).

BPHC, with the aid of HHS regional offices and on-site assessments

randiratad heyr fadaral ataff and aananliantg vrardmanrg nantar nnarafiang an

A
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comphance with BpHC-mandated budgetary and performance standards
{but[l as 1()110W11_lg bbd.[l(.ld.l(l I[ledl(:a.l pI' uu—:uureb dllu dppf Opna.l,e de.U.
licensing guidelines). This is intended to ensure that centers are properly
managed and operated. The bureau also has information on special
populations’ needs and nationwide health needs derived from individual
grant applications and a variety of other sources such as the U.S. census,

national health surveys, and state and local organizations.

BPHC has conducted several evaluation studies and is planning others. The
completed studies have provided baseline information on the range of
preventive services offered, examined the effects of Federally Qualified
Health Center provisions on individual centers and the capacity of each to
expand its service, and traced the impact of CHC use on some Medicaid
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costs and hospitalizations. Ongoing studies will provide assessments of the
case management approach and the managed care system used in certain
centers. Several planned studies should provide in-depth descriptive
profiles of CHC users and of services provided, as well as an evaluation of
program effectiveness and whether CHCs do improve the health status of
their users.?

Evaluation Questions
and Information
Needs

Interim-Year Questions

The forthcoming reauthorization may introduce new provisions that raise
implementation questions for the next few interim years. Beyond these,
questions concerning the emergence of significant feasibility or service
quality problems and new evidence concerning program fargeting, impact,
or side effects will be relevant.

Reauthorization Questions

The cHC program is now scheduled for reauthorization consideration in
1995, Table II.1 suggests evaluation questions pertinent to the CHC program
that are drawn from the list of core questions in chapter 2 and restated in
terms of this program. The table also identifies indicators or measures
needed to answer those questions and summarizes related information
that is currently available. This table demonstrates the use of the
question-selection strategy proposed in chapter 4.

2These studies will also evaluate the Migrant Health Center program and, in one instance, will combine
the two programs and their results. Since the CHC program funds some centers that also get Migrant
Health program funding, the programs are usually located and operated together. Roughly 100 jointly
funded centers provide the same basic services to a mix of migrant and resident clients using the same
staff, thereby making it difficult to identify unique CHC program operations and effects. About 450
organizations are CHC only, and 20 are Migrant Health only.
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Table Il.1: CHC Evaluation Questions
and Related Information

Question

Indicator or measure

Available information

Description

What services are actually
provided, whom do they
reach, and in what kinds of
settings?

User profile of client
characteristics (insurance
status, relative income,
ethnicity, age, sex); profile
of services provided
(required services and
range of optional services)

User profile information is
accessible in BCRR;
information on required and
optional services is
provided; and information
on center settings is
available in grant
applications and BCRR.

How do centers differ in
terms of location (rural or
urban), client characteristics,
and area population?

Profile of a sample of
centers, noting variation in
each feature across centers

Center location and
description are available in
grant applications, and
client demographics are
accessible in BCRR.

What other aspects of the
program are significant for
understanding program
management and use of
federal money?

Information on relevant
variables (such as payment
systems used, percentage
of clients covered by
insurance, and delivery
models)

Information on these
features is available from
BCRR and grant
applications.

Implementation

How have recent increases in
funding affected program
implementation with regard to
capacity to serve, services
provided, and location?

Number of new sites or
expansions; number and
description of newly served
clients

Information is accessible in
BCRR and program files.

Does evidence suggest
significant compliance
problems with centers’
mandate to provide minimally
adequate care or with regard
to any statutory requirement?

Frequency and severity of

reports on significant center
problems or noncompliance

with critical requirements

Information on important
grantee noncompliance
may be collected from
diverse sources during
routine program monitoring.

Are there serious problems
that centers face in
implementing the program?

Program management
information suggesting
problems, noting frequency
and severity of situations
such as unmet staffing
needs, facilities needing
renovation, or high
insurance costs

Information about the
problems centers face is
available in grant
applications and from the
annual center review;
headquarters or regional
staff may also be aware of
other relevant information.

Targeting

To what extent are centers
covering their medically
underserved populations or
areas?

Portion of population in
medically underserved

areas or counties that CHCs

serve

Medically underserved
population size is available
from grant application and
number of users in BCRR,
so portion can’be
calculated. -
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Question

Indicator or measure

Available information

Are centers distributed
around the country to cover
the most seriously
underserved populations or
areas?

Proportion of medically
underserved areas in U.S.
without a center;
identification of those areas
without centers that cover
the most severely
underserved counties
(among all counties)

Amount of medical need in
a specific area is available
from grant applications.

Amount of need in unserved
areas is available from
various national and local
sources; agency has
reported amount of need
met by CHC program but
not its size relative to the
amount of unmet national
need or the severity of
need; NACHC has reported
on the amount and severity
of need.

To what extent do centers
serve special population
clients?

Proportion of clients who
are special population
members

Number of users, including
some special population
users (the elderly, children,
infants) is available from
BCRR; information on each
center's assessment of
services needed and
services provided is
available in grant
application and BCRR.

Are there major client needs
that center services do not
address?

Evidence that centers

provide services that match

needs identified in the
grantee’s needs
assessment; evidence that
program services offered
match program services
needed

Information on each
center's assessment of
services needed and
services provided is
available in grant
application and BCRR.

Impact

Have CHC centers with
opticnal, culturally sensitive,
and other outreach services
succeeded in increasing
access to health care for the
targeted populations?

Change in coverage of
clients and increased
utilization by clients;
change in proportion of
ethnic group and other-
language members served

BCRR has relevant client
information over time;
evaluation or public health
literature may report on
program outreach effects.

Has the medically
underserved population
served by a center achieved
higher health status?

Information on continuity of
client care, reduced use of
emergency room facilities
for nonemergency care,
and change in morbidity in
area

Health status information,
use of health care facilities,
CHC and non-CHC client
information are available;
agency has ongoing and
completed evaluation
studies regarding these
issues.
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Question Indicator or measure Available information

Side effects

Have there been effectson ~ Changes in use of Grant application or ad hoc

other health care providers?  emergency facilities, sources may report this
hospitals, or school-based  information; evaluation
care or nursing study on change in

Medicaid usage is available.

Comparative advantage

Is providing clinics (as
opposed to encouraging
others to provide service)
more successful in
increasing access to care for
the targeted populations?

Comparison of costs, types Agency has similar

of services provided, and evaluation studies planned.
clients served between

CHCs and another nonclinic

delivery approach
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Program Description

Program Authorization and
Objectives

The Chapter 1 program (originally known as Title I) was established by the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, This summary
describes the program as it existed under the 1988 Augustus F.
Hawkins-Robert T. Stafford Elementary and Secondary School
Improvement Amendments (P.L. 100-297). (Substantial changes were
introduced in 1994, as discussed later in this appendix.} Chapter 1
provides financial assistance to local education agencies to help
educationally deprived children in low-income areas (1) succeed in the
regular program of the local education agency, (2) attain grade-level
proficiency, and (3) improve achievement in basic and more advanced
skills.

Program Operation,
Funding, and Participation
Levels

The program primarily provides compensatory instruction in basic
subjects (reading, mathematics, language arts). Some supporting services
(social work, health and nutrition, transportation) are also provided. In
most schools, only low-achieving students receive assistance, which may
be given in the classroom or via “pull out” to a separate setting. Schools in
which 75 percent or more of the students come from low-income families
may use Chapter 1 funds to support schoolwide improvement rather than
serve only the low achievers. Eligible students who attend private schools
receive services provided off-site through the public schools. Parent
participation is encouraged.

With an annual budget of $6.7 billion, Chapter 1 is the largest federal
program in elementary and secondary education. Grants are awarded to
state education agencies, and through them to school districts in
accordance with the numbers of students from low-income families. All
states, Puerto Rico, the District of Columbia, and the outlying territories
participate. Funds flow to 90 percent of all school districts, over 70
percent of all public elementary schools, and 30 percent of public
secondary schools. Nearly 5.5 million children are served.

Administrative Structure

Chapter 1 is administered by the Office of Compensatory Education
Programs within the Department of Education’s Office of Elementary and
Secondary Education. Federal program staff review the work of state
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Chapter 1 program directors, who in turn review compliance and progress
at the local level.

Mandated Evaluations

The Chapter 1 program was the subject of major mandated evaluations in
1977, in 1987, and again in the 1992 National Assessment of Chapter 1. The
1992 assessment drew on preliminary findings from the “Prospects” study,
a national longitudinal study mandated in 1988 to trace the effects of
Chapter 1 participation to young adulthood. The Congress has also
requested GAO reports on various aspects of the program.

The 1988 legislation required states to evaluate their Chapter 1 programs
at least every 2 years. State review of student gains for each school in
terms of standardized test scores was deemed sufficient to meet this
requirement and was used to identify schools in need of improvement.
Local education agencies were to conduct program evaluations every 3
years. At the school level, schoolwide projects were to be evaluated after 3
years of operation. In addition, individual students’ gains were to be
examined and individualized educational plans devised for those who
were not making progress.

Major Sources of
Information

The 1992 National Assessment drew on numerous studies of special issues
and populations as well as case studies of school programs. These are
summarized in its final report.! It also drew on preliminary results from
two major studies: (1) the “Prospects” study, which examines the school
experiences and achievement of nationally representative samples of
disadvantaged 1st, 3rd, and 7th graders (some of them receiving Chapter 1
services, and others not) over many years, and (2) an observational study
entitled “Special Strategies for Educating Disadvantaged Students.”

Annual state education agency reports to date have listed the number of
schools, staff, and students participating, as well as the number of schools
deemed in need of improvement. State agencies also reported the
statewide average pretest and posttest scores for Chapter 1 students.

As its basis for allocating funds to states, the program has relied primarily
on family income data from the decennial census. Local education
agencies have used data on numbers of poor children from the
Department of Agriculture’s school lunch program to determine school

U.S. Department of Education, Reinventing Chapter 1: The Current Chapter 1 Program and New
Directions (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 1993).
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eligibility. Although it cannot distinguish participants in Chapter 1 from
other students, the National Assessment of Educational Progress provides
general evidence of how disadvantaged students’ achievement in basic
academic subjects compares with that of more advantaged students.

Changes Enacted in 1994

The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 (P.L. 103-382) renamed the
Chapter 1 program as Title I and introduced significant changes. The 1994
law specifies components or qualities that funded activities should
incorporate—including high standards, enriched programs, upgraded
instruction, and improved teacher professional development—and alters
the kinds of information that will be available. Under this law, the
requirement that student achievement be measured in terms of
performance on nationally normed standardized tests has been dropped.
Instead, consistent with the provisions of the Goals 2000: Educate America
Act (P.L. 103-227), states are encouraged to evaluate student achievement
and school performance in terms of standards and assessments specific to
each state and applicable to all students, not just those participating in
Title I programs.

In place of the historic emphasis on providing compensatory services to
individual students, the Improving America’s Schools Act emphasizes
strengthening the regular program in schools that serve low-income
students. It would permit many more schools to adopt schoolwide
programs (in which funding is used to upgrade the entire educational
program and “Title I students” are not distinct from other students).
Student achievement and school improvement would be evaluated only at -
certain grades selected by each state (such as 3, 8, and 11). Thus, student
achievement data will be cross-sectional and state-specific. Data will be
drawn from a range of students who attend schoolwide programs and
from low achievers who have received special services in schools with
“targeted” programs. At the time of this writing, future reporting
requirements had not yet been worked out.

The act provides for data on individual students’ year-to-year progress to
be collected through a national longitudinal study. The longitudinal study
will compare student performance against content standards of national
scope. A second mandated evaluation study will examine progress toward
the goal of having all children served by this program reach their state’s
content and performance standards. This evaluation will also examine the
targeting of resources and the extent to which the high standards,
enriched programs, upgraded instruction, parental participation, improved
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Evaluation Questions
and Information
Needs

teacher professional development, and other program practices specified
in the act have been put in place. Projects to demonstrate effective
practices are also authorized.

In identifying the Committee’s future information needs, we took into
account the major changes adopted in 1994. Specifically, we assumed
(1) that school and student performance would be evaluated in terms of
standards and assessments specific to each state rather than in terms of
nationally normed tests, (2) that only cross-sectional data for certain
grades would be available from state records, and (3) that longitudinal
data on a sample of individual students would be available from the
“Prospects” study and from the newly authorized longitudinal study.
Information may also be available from projects funded to demonstrate
effective practices.

Interim-Year Questions

In light of these changes, in the years immediately following the 1994
reauthorization, the Committee will likely wish to be kept informed of

progress in implementing the new requirement for state standards and
assessments and related changes in curriculum, instruction, and staff
development;

feasibility issues that have arisen as implementation has moved forward;
early evidence that new assessments meet criteria of technical soundness
and are aligned to state standards;

early evidence of effects of new standards and assessment practices on
student achievement; and

early evidence that the changes have unanticipated side effects on
instruction or on parents, teachers, or students (especially students with
disabilities or limited English proficiency).

Reauthorization Questions

Table III.1 lists evaluation questions that the Committee may wish to ask
at the next ESEA reauthorization (scheduled to take place in approximately
b years), indicators or measures needed to answer them, and related
information that is currently available. The questions are drawn from the
list of core questions in chapter 2 and restated in terms of this program. As
noted earlier, it is unclear what information about student and school
performance will be reported to the administering agency under the new
provisions. The question of whether and how state data can be aggregated
to form a national picture, given that each state uses a different standard,
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has yet to be answered. The entries under “Impact” in table II.1 suggest
one possible method of accomplishing this task. We consider our
approach illustrative of what might be done. Under our strategy,
Committee and Department staff would collaborate to work out an

approach.?

Table ll.1: Chapter 1 ESEA Evaluation
Questions and Related information

Question

Indicator or measure

Available information

Description

How different are
participating schools and
districts from one another in
terms of socioeconomic
variables, student
performance, and school
resources?

High, low, and modal
value(s) for each feature;
typical (frequently
occurring) combinations of
features

Socioeconomic data
available from free or
subsidized lunch program;
achievement data from
“Prospects” study; resource
data from special studies

How do schools differ in
instructional strategy and
method of delivery and in the
added services provided to
low-achieving students?

Narrative description of
major variants and the
school conditions under
which they occur,;
frequency count or estimate
of relative frequency of
each variant

Capsule descriptions of
successiul schools, case
studies of school practices,
and observations drawn
from site reviews;
"Prospects” study may
contain data

Implementation

How many states have
established content and
performance standards, and
how widely do these
standards vary?

Number of states that have
standards; examples or
illustrations of standards
that differ in scope and level

Standards to be set forth in
each state’s plan; additional
details may be needed for
adequate description

To what exient are state
assessments aligned to state
content and performance
standards, of acceptable
technical quality, and
appropriately adapted for
limited English proficiency
students and students with
disabilities?

Findings from reviews of
instrument content,
administration, and scoring
methods; evidence of
reliability and validity of
results

Federal and state quality
criteria and review
procedures not yet
established

(continued)

2Consistent with the 1988 as well as the 1994 law, this program’s central goal is to bring participating
students up to a certain level of educational performance. Thus, its impact is properly evaluated in
terms of how many students, and which kinds of participating students, achieve this goal. The program
also is intended to lead states, school districts, and schools to adopt improved practices. We treat
these practices as standards for program operation, an aspect of implementation.
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Question

Indicator or measure

Available information

What proportion of
participating schools have
programs that exhibit the
characteristics of quality
education embodied in the
authorizing statute? What
proportion lack the essential
characteristics of this model?

Frequency data from school
surveys and from
observations of actual
school practice

Future evaluation studies
authorized to collect
relevant data, but such
studies not yet designed;
state or other site reviews
also a potential source

Targeting

To what extent are services
targeted to schools with high
concentrations of iow-income
students?

Proportion of participating
schools in which there are
high concentrations of
students from low-income
families; proportions of
participating students in
low, moderate, and high
poverty schools

Data available at the school
level but may not be
reported; “Prospects” study
includes relevant data

To what extent are services
reaching low-achieving
students in these schools, as
well as students with special
educational needs (such as
limited Enghlish proficiency,
disahility, or high mobility)?

Proportion of students
served/benefited who are
low achieving, have special
needs, or both

Data on achievement,
handicap, and English
language proficiency for
each student served
available at the school level,
but not yet clear whether
these data to be reporied;
“Prospects” study contains
relevant data

How many severely needy
schools and students remain
unserved by this or other
comparable program? Have
numbers and percentages
decreased since 19947

Number of unserved
schools, by percentage of
low-income and
low-achieving or
multiple-needs students;
number of unserved needy
students in all eligible
schools

Local education agencies
gather school poverty data
for school selection but
need not report it; National
Center for Education
Statistics Schools and
Staffing Survey contains
relevant information

Impact

In the aggregate, is the
performance of economically
disadvantaged students
approaching that of their
advantaged peers?

Measure of student
achievement and economic
status for national sample,
such that distributions can
be compared

National Assessment of
Educational Progress
provides this kind of
information
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Question

Indicator or measure

Available information

Are students served by this
program being brought to the
level of performance
expected of all students?

Percentage of students
whose performance (1) is
seriously deficient and
shows little improvement,
(2) has improved but is still
below expected level, (3)
has reached the expected
level but student needs
assistance to maintain
gains, or (4) is sufficiently
strong to “graduate” from
Chapter 1

Percentage of students who
have received Chapter 1
services for 3 years or more
and have not reached the
expected level

Schools classify students’
progress and achievement
in order to determine who
needs extra assistance;
however, these judgments
are not reported, and it may
be some years before they
can be linked to state
standards; new longitudinal
study may gather relevant
data

“Prospects” study to have
length-of-participation
data for a sample of
students

Under what conditions, and
with what kinds of students,
has the program been most
or least successful? Are
schoolwide programs more
effective for low achievers
than programs that target
specific students?

Student performance data
linked to school, student,
and service delivery data

“Prospects” study to
provide information;
additional data will be
needed

Has the school improvement
procedure led to improved
student outcomes?

Number of schools needing
improvement and
percentage in which
student performance has
improved substantially;
comparative data on
performance of
low-achieving students in
schools that serve similar
populations but differ in
type of program

Criteria for school
improvement to be set by
states but are not yet
established

Side effects

Has the adoption of
schoolwide programs
decreased the extent or
effectiveness of assistance
provided to low-achieving
students in those schools?

Observational data on
extent of services to
low-achieving students prior
to and after adoption of
schoolwide programs; if not
available, cross-sectional
comparative data

“Prospects” study may
provide some data but may
include too few cases

Has the nature, amount, and
cost of student testing
changed substantially?

Percent of districts that
drop annual testing, cease
to use a nationally normed
test, or use either
performance-based tests or
multiple assessments;
per-student cost of testing

New issue; what information
will be available not yet
known
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Question

Indicator or measure

Available information

Where the nature of
assessment has changed, to
what extent have parallel
changes occurred in
instruction?

Proportion of classrooms in
which such changes have
been reported or observed

New issue; what information
will be available not yet
known

Has use of standards-
based testing adversely
affected students who face
special barriers (language,
handicap) to meeting such
standards?

Changes in proportion of
such students who are
included in assessment;
patterns of attendance,
effort, and persistence in
school on the part of such
students

“Prospects” study may
provide some data but
additional information will
likely be needed

Comparative advantage

Is there evidence that tying
Chapter 1 criteria to state
standards has been more
advantageous in relation to
its cost than the prior

approach? (Generally, or only

in some states?)

Change in rate of
aggregate achievement of
disadvantaged students
nationally and in each state;
changes in costs; case
study data from varied
states

National and state results
from the National
Assessment of Educational
Progress may be useful;
plans for other data
collection not yet known
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UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
OFFICE OF ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY EDUCATION
THE ASSISTANT SECRETARY

October 19, 1994

Ms. Terry E. Hedrick

Assistant Comptroller General

Program Evaluation and Methodology Division
United States General Accounting Office
Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Ms. Hedrick:

The Secretary has asked that 1 respond to your request for
comments on the GAO draft report, “Congressional Oversight:
Obtaining Information for Program Evaluation®™ (GAO Job Code
973766), which was transmitted to the Department of Education by
your letter of September 2, 1994.

We believe it is very important for Congress to have timely
accurate information regarding the operation of our programs and
the report prepared by GAO will be helpful in furthering this
aim.

We concur with your recommendation that a useful strategy for the
Department and for Congressional staff is to increase dialogue
with each other. Good communication, shared planning, and
mutually agreed upon approaches are essential. Improved dialogue
would not only strengthen the work that we do but ensure that we
provide information Congress believes is important.

Wa also concur with the recommended strategy of having some core
gquestions that will permit Congress and the Department to have
information on programs during interim years. oOur primary
concern, however, is that the program goals, indicators, and
outcome data reguested for reauthorization be as consistent as
possible with the requirements of the Government Performance and
Results Act (GPRA) which is driving our strategic planning and
budget processes.

We do have a concern with GAO’s call for assessments "side-
effects" and "comparative advantage®. Questions such as these
are often beyond the scope of the evaluation of particular
programs, and difficult to address if the programs used for
comparison are administered by another agency.

400 MARYLAND AVE., S.W. WASHINGTON, D.C. 20202-8100

Our mission (s to enaure equal access to and to p ducational hout the Nation,
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Ms. Terry E. Hedrick

Page 2

Thank you for the opportunity to comment. My staff and I are
prepared to respond if you or your representatives have any
questions.

Sincerely,
N

Thomas W. Payzant

TWP: jt

cc: Alan Ginsburg
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DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH & HUMAN SERVICES Office of Inspector General

Washington, 0.C. 20201

OCT 18 o4

Ms. Terry E. Hedrick
Apgistant Comptroller General
United States General
Accounting Office
Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Ms. Hedrick:

Enclosed are the Department’s comments on your draft report,
"Congressional Oversight: Obtaining Information for Program
Evaluation.” The comments represent the tentative position of
the Department and are subject to reevaluation when the final
version of this report is received.

The Department appreciates the opportunity to comment on this
draft report before its publication.

Sincerely yours, :

& B

June Gibbs Brown
Inspector General

Enclosure
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COMMENTS OF THE DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES
ON_THE GENERAT, ACCOUNTING OFFICE (GAQ) DRAFT REPORT
"CONGRESSTONAL OVERSIGHT: OBTAINING INFORMATION

FOR_PROGRAM EVALUATION," SEPTEMBER 1994

The Department has reviewed the General Accounting Office
(GAQ) draft report and has the following comments.

MATTERS FOR CONGRESSTONAL CONSIDERATION

This report proposes a strategy to obtain information for
program oversight and reauthorization that the Senate
Committee on Labor and Human Resources may wish to adopt. The
three components of this strategy are

-- gelecting and adapting, from a core list, the descriptive
and evaluative questions to be asked about a program in
interim years and at reauthorization;

-- arranging explicitly to obtain timely oversight
information in interim years as well as to receive
results of evaluation studies at reauthorization; and

-- providing for increased communication with agency staff
to help ensure that information needs are understood and
that requests and reports are suitably framed and adapted
as needs evolve.

This strategy can be adapted to take institutional realities
into account. For example, in view of the many demands on its
attention, the Committee might select future reauthorization
questions for some programs and invite agencies to propose
questions for others.

DEPARTMENT COMMENT

We generally support the GAO draft report's recommendation
that congressional committees more clearly express their
evaluative information needs to agencies and consult with
agencies on those needs. However, we have concerns about GAO
recommending a process that would burden agencies with
additional evaluation reporting requirements on top of the
extensive annual reporting of performance required under the
recently enacted Government Performance and Results Act of
1993 (GPRA)}.

From our analysis, much of the information GAC cites as useful
to congressional committees for both annual oversight and
reauthorization activities could be part of the annual
performance report required of each program activity under
GPRA, The GAO draft report, however, does not give adequate
recognition to this fact or to the point that Congress
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recently addressed the need for regular evaluative information
by enacting GPRA.
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