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Coordinator:
Good afternoon and welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are in a listen only mode.


Today’s conference is being recorded. If you have any objections you may disconnect at this time.


Now I would like to turn the call over to your speaker, Susan Zief. You may begin.

Susan Zief:
Thank you. Good afternoon everyone my name is Susan Zief.  I’m the Project Director for the Teenage Pregnancy Prevention Evaluation Technical Assistance Contract.


Today’s presentation will discuss the critical role that the program staff  have in supporting the impact evaluation.


The presentations today are organized around two fundamental evaluation objectives that are essential for really being able to demonstrate your program’s true impacts.


The first is maintaining the contrast or that difference between the program and the control group. And the second is maintaining the integrity of the random assignment design.


We’re focusing on random assignment designs today for two reasons. The primary one being the majority of the independent grantee evaluations are using random assignment.


And secondly many of the points that John Deke and Mary Myrick will discuss today count and do apply to other designs such as quasi experimental designs.


So I’m very pleased to introduce John Deke and Mary Myrick. John is a Senior Researcher at Mathematica Policy Research. He will first present on finding credible program impacts, and in particular, how to maintain the evaluation in such a way that believable and useful evidence is produced.


Mary Myrick is the Founder and President of Public Strategies, an Oklahoma based firm that provides project management as strategic planning services for public and private sector clients.  Mary will present on what program staff must do to support a successful evaluation.


Now John’s presentation may feel a little more technical, a little more theoretical, but rest assured it is critical for understanding the more grounded points that Mary will then provide.


So a few housekeeping notes; as the operator explained all of the incoming participant’s lines are muted and they’ll stay muted for the duration of the Webinar.


Now at the top of your Webinar screen you will find a Q&A tab or a question and answer tab. This is the way you can communicate with us. Please use this feature to submit questions for our presenters throughout the Webinar. Please don’t wait until the end.


Once you submit your question our project assistant is going to record your question for us and then delete it. Deleting a question is essential so that you can ask a second question and then perhaps a third. But please be rest assured that if you have submitted a question we have recorded it.


So with that I would like to welcome John Deke and thank him and ask him to begin.

John Deke:
Thank you Susan. I’m going to give a presentation today talking about finding credible program impacts. And before I do that I just want to take a minute to say a little bit about my experiences and prospective and where I’m coming from in coming to this Webinar today.


I have been at Mathematica for nearly 11 years. And in that time I have primarily worn two different hats.


The first hat that I have worn throughout my time here is that I designed large scale evaluations of federal programs and conduct analysis of data from those evaluations. Many of which are experimental evaluations, randomized control trials, others being not experimental evaluations.  Currently I am a Co-Principle Investigator on The National Evaluation Race to the Top and School Improvement Grants, which combined represent about $8 billion in federal expenditure.


Another hat that I wear in Mathematica, which I have worn more recently, pertains more to the credible part of the finding credible program impacts. The first hat was just about finding impact.


But the credible part that hat is where I have been involved in the review of findings from other studies and writing evidence standards to access the credibility of other studies.


So I have come to appreciate the prospective of those skeptics out there who look at finding some different types of research designs and studies so that I understand what those types of folks are looking for which has been helpful for me and my own research to understand what people are looking for. And it’s hopefully going to be helpful for you today.


So what we’re striving for with our search for credible impact evidence is something called the gold standard studies passed on random assignments, sometimes called Randomized Control Trials can produce highly credible persuasive evidence of a program’s effectiveness.


But this is not at all automatic this just doesn’t happen whenever you say the word random assignment. There are things that happen - there are a lot of things that have to happen after a decision is made to a do a rigorous study.


That includes high quality program implementation and evaluation implementation.


And before I go further I just want to give a little motivating example. An example that shows why credible persuasive evidence is desirable and also the difference in the types of evidence that are credible and types of evidence that are not.


I want to draw attention to two substances. One of the substances is called red wine, and the other substance is called Lipitor.


Now arguably these are both drugs and arguably they have very little in common except for one thing which is that different research has shown both of them to have an effect on reducing cholesterol. That is something that red wine and Lipitor and similar drugs have in common, research based claims that they can reduce cholesterol.


But that’s really where the commonality ends. If you go to your doctor and you get a prescription for Lipitor or a related drug and you take that to your pharmacist you’ll get some Lipitor and then you can get reimbursed for that. You can be reimbursed for that cost through an insurance company, through Medicare that - at least part of that cost can be reimbursed.


But if you go to your doctor and you get a prescription for Chianti and you take that to your local wine store and you pay for it, you don’t actually need a prescription to buy it.  But if you have one you’re not going to be reimbursed. Medicare will not reimburse you for Chianti and most insurance companies that I’m aware of will not.


But why is this, why is that there is research evidence showing a link between red wine and reducing cholesterol. There is research evidence showing a link between Lipitor and reducing cholesterol. Why is that Lipitor is covered and red wine is not?


Well the difference - well arguably there are a lot of differences actually. But one difference that I think is particularly important and at least helps the point I’m trying to make is that Lipitor has highly credible persuasive evidence standing behind its effectiveness.


So what is that evidence, what makes Lipitor’s evidence different from the evidence behind red wine?


Well, most of the evidence behind red wine is not based on randomized control trials. And in fact, I will go so far as to say that none of it is based on randomized control trials.


Now, I do have to put a little bit of a caveat on there. I have not done a systematic review of the literature on red wine. And so I cannot say for sure that there are no randomized controlled trials.


But this morning I went to the web site of Ernest and Julio Gallo, I also went to the Web site of a large wine distributor and I saw no mention of any randomized control trials done showing the effectiveness of red wine in reducing cholesterol. And I am quite sure that they would have been there if they had been done because that would be highly credible persuasive evidence that they would want to trumpet.


Now Lipitor and related drugs on the other hand do have that highly credible evidence. And what is that evidence?


Well its findings from randomized control trials, random experiments. And again, it wasn’t automatic, they didn’t just do the experiment, go to the FDA and say guess what, we did a randomized experiment and our drug worked. So let us sell it.


They had to actually prove to the FDA that these were valid studies. Those studies were held up and reviewed according to evidence standards.


And so it’s the combination of things, combination of having a strong experimental design for the study. And then being reviewed by a systematic evidence review and establishing that credibility that gives Lipitor and other drugs an edge over red wine.


And of course what we’re striving for here is to be more in the Lipitor category than in the red wine category. We want to have really strong evidence.


So that’s the motivation for what I’m talking about. There are two key objectives I’m going to focus on. Program implementation, specifically maintaining the contrast between the treatment or program group and the control group. And I’ll explain what I mean by maintaining the contrast. 


And then the second thing I’m going to focus on is evaluation implementation. Specifically we want to preserve the integrity of random assignment.


So what is the integrity of random assignment and how do we preserve it. I’m going to be talking about that.


All right so maintaining the contrast. First, let’s talk about what an impact is, where an impact comes from. What do we mean as researchers when we say an impact of a program?


Well an impact is the difference in the average outcome between people who are assigned to the treatment group and people who are assigned to the control group.


So for example you might look in at differences in sexual initiation rates between your treatment group and your control group. And that difference is the impact.


Now why would we expect there to be a difference, how would a difference come about? Well this is kind of a basic question but it’s helpful to think it through.


The difference in the outcomes results from differences in experiences. So if the people who are in the treatment group, the program group, if they had different experiences than people in the control group then that could lead to an impact.


If there is not a difference in experiences though, there is not going to be any impact. And of course the experiences that we’re talking about here are experiences with the program. Those are the experiences that ought to be different between the two groups and ought to be resulting in an impact.


So let’s work through a little example here. This is totally hypothetical, I just made up these numbers. But it’s an example.


So let’s pretend that I am a policy maker of some sort and I’m looking at this figure and I’m looking at sexual initiation rates for three different programs. Programs 1, 2 and 3 because I have to figure out which of these I’m going to fund, which of these is Lipitor and which of these is red wine.


So Program 1 - Program 1 looks pretty good. Program 1 we see that the sexual initiation rates are the lowest and Program 3 doesn’t look so good.


The sexual initiation rates are the highest in Program 3. But what happens if we add in a control group. All right, so now we don’t just have a program group, we have a control group.


And what is the control group? Well the control group is a set of people who prior to the implementation of the program were essentially the same as the treatment group. These are people who are from a similar population who look a lot like that treatment group, that program group, before the intervention, before the program is implemented.


And now let’s see if our policy maker looking at this data is going to come to the same conclusion. Are they going to conclude that Program 1 is the best program? Oh no they’re not because now they see that in Program 1 the sexual initiation rates for people in the program group are exactly the same as people in the control group.


Whereas, for Program 3, the program group actually has much lower sexual initiation rates then the comparison group.


Well how can this be, well what’s going on here. Of course I made it up so I can tell you what’s going on because it’s what I made it out to be.


But what’s going on here is that Program 3 is just serving a much different population than Program 1. They’re just serving a different group of kids, kids who prior to the program would have had a higher sexual initiation rate anyway, they are serving a more challenging population.


So if we go back to the previous slide and if we just compare Program 1 to Program 3 on the basis of people in the program group we’re doing a terrible disservice to Program 3, Program 3 is going out there trying to serve the hardest to serve population. And if we just look at this evidence, they are going to be punished for that.


But if we look at the more rigorous evidence, if we look at the kind of evidence that’s used for example to establish the effectiveness of prescription drugs where we have a control group then we’re going to see a more fair representation of what’s going on.


We’re going to see that actually Program 3 is doing a great job. So that’s the importance of the control group this is where impacts come from and it’s maintaining the contrast between that program and comparison group that leads to an impact.


So we can imagine that for Program 1, people in the program group may simply not have been experiencing much of anything at all. Perhaps the intervention - or the program was not implemented particularly well.


Maybe students who are assigned to receive their program or participate in a program didn’t actually do so. So the contrast and experiences between the program group and the comparison group may not have been maintained.


So what do we have to do to maintain that contrast? Well the first thing is the program needs to be implemented as intended. If we’re not implementing the program as it’s intended to be implemented then we’re not really finding an effect of the program or the thing that we call a program.


Second, students in this program group or the treatment group actually need to participate, it’s important that they actually participate. And there can be a distinction between being in the treatment group and actually participating.


When students or young adults, classrooms, schools, whatever the unit of the assignment may be, when they are assigned to a treatment and comparison group the people assigned to the program group don’t actually participate then that’s going to dilute the contrast between the program group and the control group. And then finally students in the control group must not participate.


So far I think that this story that I’ve been telling is probably fairly intuitive. You can’t have an impact if you’re not doing anything. That makes sense.


You can’t have an impact if students or young adults are not participating in the program. That intuitively makes sense.


But now I’m going to turn to something that maybe will not be so intuitively obvious. When you think about the real world and when I wear my hat of evaluating programs I’m forced to confront the real world occasionally.


When I have to deal with the real world, I see that really not everybody is going to participate in the treatment group. Just because they were assigned to participate doesn’t mean that they are going to and you can’t make them.


So we have this goal of maintaining this contrast but it’s a tough goal because not everybody is going to participate.


So you might start to think well, okay I’ve got an idea. I’ve got a way to maintain that contrast which we know is so important. I’ve got a way to do this, I just won’t include those non-participants in my analysis. I’ll just throw those guys out. So I’ll get rid of those guys who were supposed to be participating but they chose not to.


I’ll remove them from the analysis and we’ll just compare the outcomes of the people who choose to participate to the people who did not participate over in the control group.


That’s a very tempting thing you to do. And it seemed kind of intuitive because you would want to see the effect of the program and compare people experiencing the program to people who didn’t


So it seems very intuitive, seems like a good way to maintain the contrast but, it cannot be done. The evaluators cannot do that, they can’t throw out individuals who were supposed to participate but did not.


And that is because one of the most fundamental rules of maintaining the integrity of random assignment which is going to be our next topic and this coincidentally is a nice seg way is, once randomized always analyzed.


Students in the treatment group who do not participate cannot just be thrown out. You still have to be evaluators, still have to keep them in that treatment group and when they’re calculating the average outcome for everybody in the treatment group, they have to include both the people who participated in the treatment group and the people who are supposed to participate but didn’t. They have to include them both.


And so that makes this maintaining the contrast concept even harder. It makes it tougher to maintain that contrast.


So that’s an important thing to understand in terms of what the evaluator is going to have to do and why it is important to do everything that can be done to encourage people to participate.


Now I’m going to move into preserving the integrity of random assignment.


So the perspective of a skeptic, I said earlier that I’ve recently been in the position of adopting this perspective myself. Important research is going to be carefully scrutinized.


As I mentioned before if you’re a big pharmaceutical company and you say you’ve done important research showing that you have something that’s really effective, people will not just take your word for it. They are going to want see the details, they are going to want to see your work.


They’re going to want to look through your report and your tendencies and really understand what you did. And there are certain things that they are going to key in on, certain things that they are going to be worried about and really want to see if they were done right.


And I’m going to be focusing on two of those two things that the reasonable skeptic is going to be focused on.


And it’s important to understand that the burden of proof here primarily rests with the evaluator and not with the skeptic. So it’s up to the evaluator to show they did a good job, not up to a skeptic to prove that they didn’t. It’s a tough job for the evaluator.


So what are the two main threats to the integrity of random assignment that that skeptical guy is going to be looking for?


The first is the assignment becomes purposeful not random. The random in random assignment is really important. And then the second is that you have missing outcome data for none random reasons.
Again, any lack of randomness is a bad thing.


So let’s go through both of these in more detail. First of all, assignment must be random. The really great thing about a randomized experiment is that you know that within some small random margin of error your treatment and control groups are going to be identical.


They’re going to be identical in every way that you can observe, and they are going to be identical in every way that you can’t observe. Because they are there by chance, there is no systematic difference between the treatment and control group and that’s completely because of the randomness.


But if it becomes not unrandom, if it becomes purposeful, if the reasons for people being in the treatment and control group have something to do with anything other than the toss of a coin, we’re going to be worried that they’re not really comparable.


Anything that changes who is in that treatment and control group can introduce what we call bias. But there is an important caveat here that I think is worth pointing out. There is a difference between random assignment and selection for the study.


Selection for the study actually does not have to be random. If you wanted to, if it was possible, you could focus the study to begin with on a group of youth who you think are more likely to participate in the intervention in the program.


And then after you’ve selected those youth then you can randomly assign them. And then there is no difference in the treatment and control group.


It’s okay to use pretty much any selection mechanism you want in order to choose who will be in the study. What’s not okay is to use anything other than randomness to choose who will be in the treatment or comparison groups - that’s the key distinction.


Let me give you an example of purposeful assignment. All right, there is step one we select schools for the study and it doesn’t matter how, we just select some schools for the study.


Step 2, those schools are randomly assigned to treatment and control groups. Okay, we’re going where everything is fine so far. But now Step 3 we have a problem if the skeptic reads about, that the skeptic is going to be concerned.


Principals select one section of the health class in each school to participate in the study. Why is that a problem, why is it a problem for principles to select one section of a health class in each school to participate in this study?


The problem is that it is happening after random assignment. The principals are doing this knowing that their school is either in the treatment group or in the control group.


So you could imagine a scenario where a principle who knows that their school is in the treatment group would say, well let’s see, who do I want to be implementing this program. I’m not going to have Mr. Smith do it because I know how Mr. Smith feels about programs like this. It won’t go well if Mr. Smith implements it so I’m going to have Ms. Jones implement it - all right.


Meanwhile, over in the control group there is going to be another school. And it’s going to look a lot like that school because the treatment and control groups look a lot alike.


And in that other school where there is also a Mr. Smith and a Ms. Jones, that principle isn’t going to care, that principal isn’t going to care whether it’s Mr. Smith or Ms. Jones who is in the study.


And so they are going to say oh, sure Mr. Smith, he can be in the study you know, Mr. Smith will teach it.


The problem there though is that Mr. Smith and Ms. Jones may themselves be very different in their effectiveness. We’ve already established that they have very different attitudes about this particular program that might also mean that they are different in their effectiveness in general.


So this becomes a problem where we know longer have randomness determining who is the treatment and control groups.


A principal is now making a decision that affects who is in the treatment or control groups. So how do we prevent that kind of thing from happening? How do we keep that skeptic happy?


Well one thing if it’s at all possible is to limit changes in teacher and student assignments after randomization. So after for example - if we’re talking about randomization of schools - don’t change who teaches.


So that can be hard because in the real world schools are very dynamic places. And that’s not always going to be feasible. And so an advantage here, a good practice, would be to conduct random assignment as late as possible. The later random assignment is conducted the less dynamism is going to take place out there, the less mixing around is going to happen.


Another thing that will be really helpful for preventing a purposeful assignment is to understand special issues before randomization.


If there are particular people who you don’t want teaching the health classes going to be implementing this program ask the principals to identify those people before random assignment takes place.


You can do all kinds of selection; you can do all sorts of things, all sorts of purposeful things so long as it’s done before random assignment.


And then, finally, in order to convince that reasonable skeptic that everything is kosher, the evaluator is going to need to monitor changes in teaching assignments and student rosters between random assignment and follow up data collection.


How do we fix the examples from the earlier slide? Well we can start with the same first steps, schools are selected for the study, that’s okay. But now we’re going to move the third step to the second - to become the second step.


Principals will select one section of a health class in each school to participate in the study. This is now happening before random assignments so the principal doesn’t know if they are going to be in the treatment or control group. And then we randomly assign as the last step.


So moving random assignment to be later in the process and identifying these special situations earlier before random assignment that fixes the example, that’s going to appease that skeptic who is reading the report.


Okay so the second part of maintaining integrity is missing data bias. And again the issue really here is that we want that equivalent between the treatment and control groups, that’s the key advantage of random assignment.


And this equivalence can be lost if outcome data are not available for all individuals in the study. This is really kind of the other side of the coin for purposeful assignment; it’s a very similar idea. We basically have individuals who are selectively - not randomly, selectively, purposely removing themselves from the study.


Let’s give an example of how this can happen. We have random assignment at schools, that’s fine.  Some schools, teachers, students, whoever, they dislike the program and so they just stop using it - if their teacher is supposed to be using it, if their students are supposed to be attending, they just stop because they don’t like it.


And so here comes the mistake, the researcher halts data collection.


They either halt data collection in a school or classroom that stopped using the program or they stopped collecting data for the students who stopped attending.


That is going to create missing data bias. We now have lost outcome data for these individuals and once that outcome data is gone it’s almost as if - it is as if they were purposefully i.e., non-randomly removed from the study. And that’s bad news.


So how do we address this problem? Well remember, once randomized always analyzed. Data is needed for all the people who were involved in random assignment.


If somebody was involved in random assignment then we need to collect outcome data for them.


How do we fix the example from before? Well we have the random assignment of schools and again find some schools teachers, students, they don’t want to participate anymore that’s fine, that’s their choice we can’t stop them from doing that.


But it’s imperative that the researchers do their best - it’s not always possible, the real world is a difficult place - but they need to do their best to continue data collection for everybody who is involved in random assignment.


And if they do that then they would be able to calculate what is called the intent to treat impact. And that is just that simple difference between the people who were assigned to the treatment group and the people who were assigned to the control group. It’s that simple difference that is the fundamental core of the random assignment study and it’s that intent to treat impact is what the reviewers are going to be focusing on to make sure that that was done correctly.


All right so just to summarize here, finding credible program impacts trying to be a Lipitor not a Chianti, there must be an impact defined first of all that means we got to implement the program as intended, we need to have a high participation rate treatment group and then you don’t want anybody in the control group being exposed to the program.


And then we need that evidence to be credible. That means random, not purposeful assignment, and once randomized always analyzed. Collect data on everybody who is involved in random assignment.


And so for more information there is a email address that you can contact for the eval TA folks. And with that I will kick it back to Susan.

Susan Zief:
Thank you John. I’d like to now introduce Mary Myrick who will continue our presentation. We’re talking about what this really means in day to day operations for the program staff - Mary.

Mary Myrick:
Thank you Susan. I want to start today by thanking all of you for taking time to spend with us. I know your schedules are busy and it’s hard to stop in the middle of your day and talk about evaluation. So, I do want to thank you for your time and making this a priority.


I want to start by saying I’m not sure what it says about me but I have to tell you I get really excited when I get a chance to talk with program leaders about random assignment. And how random assignment can help you be successful in meeting your overall program objectives.


Over the years I’ve learned a lot about how choices made at the program level can directly and indirectly influence the evaluation process so for context let me give you a bit of my background about where my prospective might have come from.


I currently run a program in Oklahoma called Family Expectations. It’s a program for new parents and that program which was launched in 2005 is actually part of two federal random assignment studies including cities all across the country.


In our site alone 4,000 people are receiving services for these evaluations. I’m glad to report that the first impact report on one of these study groups was released earlier this year and our site demonstrated a consistent pattern and a positive impacts.


Unfortunately the others did not and so I’ve learned a lot from looking at things that we did and maybe things that others didn’t do or did do.


Additionally, I have extensive experience in helping programs learn to operate better and participate in quality research and effectively serve all kinds of people from various backgrounds with a wide range of income and ages.


It’s my hope that what I share with you today will be helpful in the most practical of ways.


So I’m going to start my comments by making sure that we are thinking about the word impact in the same way. Ultimately when we hear the word impact in the context of evaluation we understand what that means. Did the program work, were people changed by the service that they got.


So I think it’s important to talk a minute about how researchers and program staff see impacts differently.


So let’s let this picture make the point. All of us have seen this kind of image before so let’s take a minute this afternoon and see what you see on your screen.


Some of you see two people staring at one another face to face. Others of you see a white pedestal base in the middle. And all of you are right.


Clearly we can look at the same thing and see things differently. But first today I want to talk about program staff. I think it’s important to understand that in general, program staff see impacts at the individual level. They see individual people and that plays out in a couple of ways.


All of us on this lineup have had the experience of talking to participants in a direct service program and we’ve heard very compelling stories about programs have changed peoples lives, has made a difference in the choices that people make.


And these stories as we hear them from week to week begin to inform what we come to believe about the work we’re doing. We come to believe something that is really true. We believe that we’re doing an important work and that it’s good work because people and individuals tell us that it’s true.


Additionally when we look into a classroom of people getting our services we see individuals. So if there are 25 people in a class today I know each and every one of them it’s Bobbie and Sally and Harriet and Jennifer, Cindy and Todd.


As someone who runs programs I see people who are giving our services as individuals and we’re working to help them with their individual needs. We try to meet them where they are - right, isn’t that how we think? So for program staff we see people in an evaluation study as individuals. That’s how we judge our success on an individual basis.


So if we take a minute now and change our eyeglasses and see the world through random assignment researcher’s eyes, they see impacts on a collective level.


So they see all the people who are coming to your program. They see all the people who are in your program group that are not coming to your program.


They see your program group as everyone who comes and doesn’t come combined. They see the people in your control groups that may or may not be getting a similar service from somewhere else or sometimes unfortunately from you.


Researchers also see averages so while as program managers you might determine your success based on what people who participate in the program think about your program. The research team really won’t look at that group much at all.


Instead they’ll combine everyone who is randomly assigned in the program group whether they come or not and they will look at them together just like they came. That means that every one single person who is in your program group that does not receive your services makes it harder for the research team to find your program’s impacts.


Let me give you a non-research example to make the point. So in this picture you see a pot of cooking spaghetti. Those of you who are not great cooks let me tell you how one actually cooks this great pasta.


So the plan involved placing 16 ounces of water into a pot and bringing that water to a boiling point. You then add the noodles and 7 minutes later, spaghetti is ready for your table.


So what would happen if we altered the plan? If we placed 8 ounces of water into the pot and once that water got to a good boil we added eight ounces of cold water to the pot before we added the spaghetti what would happen? It would be really hard to get that spaghetti to cook.


So your evaluation works in the same way. If you mix a lot of people who don’t get your service into the group of people who do get the service all within your program group, the combined data will be really diluted. And as a result, it will really make it hard for the researcher to measure the positive impact you believe you are having.


Researchers also see differences, so while you see the people who are in your program everyday, as your researcher looks at your program they are going to be looking mostly at the difference between your program and your control group. And they are going to see that difference much more than they’ll actually see your program group.


And so they will spend some time monitoring what your program does but not because that’s how they determine the impacts of your program, they are only monitoring your program because they want to ensure that there is a strong difference between the people - the experience had by people who get your service and by people who don’t.


And remember because we’re going to keep saying this over and over and over they always look at your program group as a whole and your control group as a whole. That’s why it’s equally important to run a great program and to keep your control group protected from getting services.


So let me give you a practice example of a kind of a situation you will want to manage. Suppose you were on a community based program and two sisters come in to your agency to get your service.


You decide they’re both eligible and you complete your intact process and proceed to randomly assign them into your study. What happens?


Well as luck would have it one sister goes into the program group and one goes into the control group.


So do we think there is a possibility that the sister in the program group will share information she learns with the sister in the control group. If she is a good sister she likely will. And when that happens, you lose the difference between your program group and your control group because those sisters are now getting the information you are sharing in your classes.


There are certainly ways to deal with these kinds of situations and I won’t get into that today. But the important thing to remember is that when one of these situations occurs where the difference between your program group and your control group will be comprised if you proceed, you should always talk to your researcher before you proceed.


So why seeing difference matters to policymakers, you’ve already seen this example from John and I just wanted to quickly reiterate it because I think it’s really, really important.


So if you had three programs that were designed to lower rates of sexual initiation. And you could only look at the program group which is what we get to do most days of our lives, one would quickly say that Program C was the most effective program.


However, through random assignment we get the benefit of adding a control group and we’re actually able to look at these differences and see that Program C is actually the more effective program than Program A.


And why does that matter for you as a program? It matters because we know that policy makers like to fund quality evaluation.


So I always want to talk about the fact that the choices that you make every single day impact your evaluation. I remember when I first started down the road of random assignment, I really kept thinking in my head that if I just do this really, really well the researchers will see impact from the great work we do.


And unfortunately nobody could make you that promise. You can do really, really great work and you may not have positive impacts.


But we do know this, that if you don’t do really good work, you for sure will not have positive impacts. And so while it doesn’t guarantee you impacts to run a great program, it does give your best chance at success.


And therefore as you’re talking with your staff, much of your success and your evaluation resides with you and the choices that you’re going to make.


So I want to talk just practically about a few things that you can do to improve your success. And the first thing again most of these things John talked about but I just wanted to reiterate them sort of in a programmatic way.


First one is is that participation matters. So in our office we say once in, always in. Now what does that mean? That means that we have to recruit well. We have to engage well, we have to monitor well and we have to reengage well.


That means that once somebody comes into our program and they start our services and they are in the program group, if they stop coming to our program we’re going to find them, we’re going to find out where they are, we’re going to make sure that they get the service.


We know that dose matters so it’s hard to measure an impact if people don’t get a large dose of something. If they get two hours of a 12 hour service it’s certainly hard to see that have an impactful benefit. And so finding ways to make up or other things to make sure that once somebody is in your program group they get the maximum dose they can from participating in your program and then managing your control group enrollment as well.


Now people during the course of your evaluation are going to be moving around and they are going to be making different choices and making sure that you do everything you can to keep that control group from being contaminated.


Another thing that I wanted to talk about for participation, I think no matter how many times researchers say this to us it’s really hard for us to understand because we don’t think of things this way.


But intent to treat is really a study of what happens when people sign up for your program. It is not a study of what happens when people receive your service.


So in general when we think about our effectiveness, we think about when people come and they get a large dose of the service that we’re offering, their lives will be changed because they will benefit from the services.


But in random assignment there is really not a study of people who get your program, but a study of everybody who signs up for your program. That means there are not enough times that you can go back to those non-participants and try to find ways to reengage them in the service.


In our evaluation, the follow up surveys were going to be done by phone. And we like to walk around our office talking about how the phone is going to ring.


Nothing is going to change the fact that the phone is going to ring once random assignment occurs. So every single person in your program group is going to be called.


And that survey that they are going to answer is going to assume because they are in the program group they got the services you intended to provide them. So again, if you can get into your vocabulary - the phone is going to ring.


Too many programs find themselves at the end of random assignment looking back and saying I wonder if my results would have been different, would have been better, if more people in the program group had gotten a full dose of my service.


Another thing you can do to improve your evaluation is data management. So I’m sure you have all heard this but, if it’s not in the computer it didn’t happen. While your evaluator may come to your side and they may do observations, when they get down to looking at the data to inform the impact analysis they’ll be looking at the data that is in your computer.


So if it’s not in computer it didn’t happen, if it’s not in the computer right the evaluators are going to tell the wrong story about your program.


So what can you do about that? Own the responsibility for your data at the highest levels of your organization. Every single day I get participation data emailed to me on my computer and I start my day by looking to see who showed up and who didn’t show up last night for our program.


And certainly if there is ever any kind of difference between who was supposed to be there and who was there, I get on the phone with our program manager. The kind of thing I don’t let go longer than 24 hours.


Set up strong data protocols. Have consistency in the way your data is put in and make sure you have quality data.


Monitor your data for accuracy. So again, you’re going to have a number of staff in many locations putting data in and you need some sort of quality control plan to make sure that the data that is in your program is accurate and consistent with what happened.


And finally, the most important thing I can say to you about data is is that you develop program rewards that are going to give you information about your program and the way you manage it. Be sure that you add fields to your program report. They give you data about people who are not getting your service.


So in general we’re used to seeing a program report that says 26 people came yesterday to participate in this class. But it’s really important to know that 34 people were supposed to be there and therefore, six people weren’t there and where were they?


Things you can do to improve your evaluation, monitor for quality.  There are a lot of things that you will be learning from your evaluator and through the different TA opportunities that you’ll have as you participate in this grant cycle. But I’d encourage you to find ways to monitor your classrooms and program components for fidelity and quality.


Copiers and the internet are probably your greatest enemy when you’re dealing with teachers and thinking about what kind of things are going to be delivered in a classroom when you’re not there.


Waiting for participation data and quickly intervening with solutions, so again, one week, two weeks is not very long, longer than one cycle before you intervene and find out why people haven’t participated.


And then monitoring for students mobility, so again, trying to get some sort of system in place that monitors when students move, particularly in low income communities, they move from school to school how are you going to monitor whether people in your program group go into your control group when they are in their next school.


Another thing you can do is try to protect your controls. So I’d like to talk a little bit about control groups because as program operators we think about the things that we do to make ourselves effective are to run a really strong program.


So your control group effects your success as much as what happens in your program group.


So it’s important to protect your controls by educating their leadership and the role that the controls play in this evaluation.


It’s important that at the highest levels people understand why it’s important that people in the control group not actually benefit from the service.


It’s also important to really understand what services your controls are getting that mimic your service. So the core content and new development is delivered in all kinds of vehicles, mentoring, and character education, and education relationship education.


And so you want to know what other things are happening in those control group sites to see if you can make sure that your control sites don’t benefit from the same kind of content you’re teaching in your classes.


And it’s also important that everybody around you understands the long term value in protecting the control group. Because again, those people at those sites are mostly going to see people as individuals. And when you see people as individuals you always want to help individuals.


I think it’s important that you spend time talking to the leadership at your control group sites about the value of protecting the long term viability of your program allowing you to learn the things you learn - need to learn to be better. And the value of having positive impact from a random assignment evaluation to securing long term funding for your program.


So then there was my receptionist’s son. In our evaluation we talked about random assignment every week. We talk about evaluation concepts every week. We try to make sure that evaluation stays front and center on the minds of the line staff who are actually executing the great ideas that we have.


And I walked into the program one day and the receptionist says, I am so excited to tell you that my son got into the program. And I looked at her like she was crazy. And I said what do you mean your son got into the program?


My son got into the program. My son - the program is for new parents people who are pregnant. She said my son and his wife found out they are pregnant and so they came in, they went to intake, and they were randomly assigned and got into the program group.


And she was absolutely ecstatic that her son was in the group. Of course I went straight down the hall to our program manager and said, what were we thinking when we randomly assigned our receptionist’s son into our study because the likelihood that he would go into the control group was 50%. Had he gone into the control group he probably would have not maintained the difference that we were looking for in our evaluation.


So even among people who think about it every day, they are still going to be situations particularly when you look at people as individuals where you really do things to harm yourself.


Things you can do to improve your evaluation - have a long view. So there is going to be a day in the future when this research report will be released about your program. And the closer it gets the more tight your stomach gets as you start thinking about the fact that you are going to be finding out this information, did your program have impacts, did it really work.


And your evaluation report is probably going to have two different components.


One of the components is going to talk about the impacts. And it’s going to say did your program work? Did it work in a variety of ways in most cases it’s not just a past sale but they’ll be a number of measures that your evaluator has decided in advance and it will say your program did these things and did not do these things.


It’s also going to have a methodology component. It’s going to help people determine whether the research is credible enough to allow you to make your claim.


And so the things that John talked about are equally important because it would be really tragic to go through all the hard work of random assignment then to have people try to discredit it.


But to do this and to have a long view I’d give you three tips. The first is to respect the agreements you have made with your evaluators. So as you work out the details of what your evaluation should look like it’s really a covenant that you make with your evaluator. And we tell our staff it’s a matter of integrity to do what we say we’ll do.


And so there are many, many times when somebody comes to us and we want to sort of find a way to get this particular couple or this particular individual into one of our programs. But we have a covenant with our evaluators and it’s a matter of integrity to follow those covenants.


It’s also important that we talked a lot about some of these individual situations that come up. It’s really hard when you see people as individuals before random assignment. Because when you see individuals it’s really hard to say this person really has this need but I’m not going to provide it.


So if you can try to find ways to protect your staff from seeing people as individuals before random assignment that will help you follow your protocols much better.


Then I think I’ve already talked about educating your partners about the value of this evaluation. Funders like to fund things they know work. So of we look back even to this funding cycle there was much more money allocated to those tier one grants for things that have proven to be effective in these kind of evaluations.


So you - successes in the details every single day, every single choice you make impacts your impacts.


In closing I am going to provide you with a little closing gift. As program operators the realities of your program are ever present. Every day as you’re walking through your building or walking into classroom you see all the many challenges of making an effective program work.


But it’s really hard to keep the program components of evaluation equally in your thoughts and in your plans. So I’ve made a few posters that you can print off and put up around your offices in various places to keep the evaluation components that we’ve talked about today front and center.


So again as you heard John say and as you heard me say, once in the program or control group always in the program or control group.


Our favorite here in Oklahoma City, the phone is going to ring. If it’s not in the computer it didn’t happen. Our success and our evaluation depends on the choices I make today and Be a difference maker today.


So you are used to thinking about yourself as a difference maker as a program operator, but again trying to think about difference the way evaluators think about difference would be a difference maker today.


So in closing I want to thank you for your time today. I look forward to reading all the research reports from your program evaluators. Please, please, please, make sure they write an executive summary to accompany the very long reports they will produce.

Susan Zief:
Thank you Mary and thank you John. Both of your presentations will surely be triggering a lot of discussion between the program staff and the evaluation team.


And I just wanted to remind all the grantees that if they have specific questions about their evaluation or how their program activities can support a successful evaluation they should feel free to contact their TA liaison.


We also want to encourage you to continue submitting questions for our panel discussion we’re about to begin. Several have already come in.


Once you submit a question as I explained we record in it on our side and then we delete it because that’s the only way that you could submit a follow up or a second question.


Now we won’t be able to answer your questions in writing at this time. And we anticipate being able to get through all or most of them during this panel presentation.


But if there are a large number or even a small number of unaddressed questions at the end, we’ll address them over our project Web site in the future.


The first question that actually came in was about whether the slides will be available after the Webinar and the answer is yes. Once we get a recording of the Webinar it will be synched with the slides and we will put that up on our SharePoint or our TPP Eval TA Project Web site for you to access at any time.


Okay, so John and Mary a few questions have actually come in about the relationship between the evaluator and the program staff during the evaluation.  A natural question given the presentations that you gave today.


And specifically what data each team - the program team - the evaluation team should be collecting and can or should be sharing with the other team.


So John I’m wondering if you might discuss the data that the evaluator should be collecting and maintaining throughout the period of the evaluation. You know, the period when program - when measures are being taken to determine program effectiveness and Mary could you discuss data that the program staff is in a better position to collect and share with the evaluation team.


So John if you could maybe address that first?

John Deke:
Sure Susan. In terms of the types of data that an evaluator can be collecting; they are going to be collecting a few things - first of all they are going to be collecting outcome data so that they can see what the impact is of the program.


But in addition to that evaluators may be collecting some other kinds of data. They may want to be collecting some data to access implementation fidelity to see how the programs were being implemented. And that helps examine the contrast and experiences and the treatment and the control groups to see if something really did happen there.


Another thing that the evaluators might be collecting is information about the context in which that program was being implemented, the setting of the program.


Now in terms of what they can share, well I guess there are few points that are worth making. I mean one is is that you know, there is a goal that the evaluator be independent from the program.


So it’s important that the evaluator themselves be collecting this kind of information. And then in terms of what they can share, one thing they really can’t share is any individual level data. They can’t share responses to surveys for example from anybody really because it’s important for them to maintain confidentiality of that information.


And that’s important both for ethical reasons and because the people who are responding to surveys need to know and need to believe that what they are saying is going to be treated as sacred, that it’s not going to be shared with a lot of people. And they may feel uncomfortable if there is any chance that it would be.


So it’s important to keep that individual level data completely confidential. But there may be opportunities to share aggregated responses from the program participants. And so that is something that the evaluators could share with the program folks.


You have anything to add there Susan?

Susan Zief:
I don’t. Mary could you maybe follow up and discuss the kind of data the program staff is in a better position to collect and share with the evaluation team.

Mary Myrick:
Sure, so obviously on the program side once people are randomly assigned to the control group you don’t have any exposure to the control group. So there is really not much data you can collect about and from them once you’ve completed the intake process.


I do think it’s important to talk about the relationship that you have with your evaluator so it is important that your evaluator remain independent but that they are also a part of your team. And so balancing that is really important.


They do have the primary role for insuring that random assignment, consent process, data collection analysis are all conducted in ways that are consistent with HHS evidence standards. And those are the kind of things that are going to help you.


But they are going to count on you to collect good data for them to evaluate. And so you’ll work out some agreements about when consent will occur. And you’ll be involved in completing those consent documents. You’ll also be involved in documenting attendance. They are going to probably want to know information about your staff, what their qualifications are, what training they get.


They are going to want to know about lesson plans. It’s possible they’ll want to know in a given class what kind of content was delivered in that class so they can say at the end you know, people who got this lesson this kind of thing happened.


So any kind of staff report about content, documenting fidelity to the program model, any kind of program operations, the kind of data you’ll need yourself to make your program operate better, those kind of things that responsibility still relies with you, but are also data that will be really helpful to your evaluator as they try to make sense of the data they collect.

Susan Zief:
Thanks Mary. Mary during your presentation you brought up the very important point that programs should be data driven. If it’s not in the computer it didn’t happen. And you should be using that information to support program operations.


And it’s conceivable of course that mid-course corrections might be made. The program staff might make midcourse corrections as a result of this data they are collecting such as student attendance data.


John I actually want to flip over to you and could you address the role of the evaluator in capturing these changes. The fact that programs are kind of making mid-course corrections because they may see things like attendance is low, or content coverage isn’t as intended.


What’s the evaluator’s role in capturing these changes as part of describing the context in which this evaluation is unfolding?

John Deke:
Well that’s a good question. You know, I think that the evaluator can have an important role to play there but it needs to be a cautious role. As I mentioned before there is definitely room for the evaluator to share aggregated non-individual level information with the program staff.


And if they have information that implementation does not generally seem to be going well or that there is some kind of problem out there, that is information that could be shared. And it would be helpful to share it and we would want that to happen.


But there are a couple of caveats here, a couple of cautions. One is that you need to make sure that you keep records of this. These types of things need to be recorded, documented so we know what’s happening.


I would also say and Susan correct me if I’m wrong but I would also say that before doing that it would probably make sense to be a good practice for the evaluators to consult with their TA liaison before they decided to do something like that just to make sure that there isn’t unforeseen problem with sharing that information.

Susan Zief:
Sure, that’s a good suggestion John. Thank you.


Okay now some questions are coming in that have to pertain to this whole process and timing and decision making around - determining your study sample.


And so these questions may be a little more directed towards John but Mary please jump in and share your perspective from the program side as you have them.


So the first is about what do you think about no shows? John you said something about no shows in the program, Mary you also alluded to no shows in the program, meaning students don’t show up who have the opportunity to show up.


But how does that concept apply to parents who opt out of the evaluation? Either return a consent form and say no, or just simply don’t return an active consent form and therefore the evaluation team has to consider that student as not part of the evaluation sample.

John Deke:
That’s a really great question Susan and it’s kind of interesting because I’m looking here at my screen and some of the other questions. And there is a couple that are related to this question.


So just on this question of how does this concept of no shows relate to parents who opt out?


Well this goes back to the order in which things happen. When does random assignment happen and when do other things happen. So remember one of the points that I was making is that purposeful selection is totally okay in terms of who ends up in the study. But it’s not okay in terms of determining which of those study participants end up in the program group.


So it’s fine if this kind of thing happens before random assignment takes place. And in fact it would be a good idea to try and give parents an opportunity to opt out before random assignment takes place.


Is that the order of operations if they opt out they don’t get consent before random assignment takes place then they are not counted as no shows and you can exclude them from the study. That’s totally fine.


The problem comes up when random assignment takes place and then after that they find out oh, I’m in the treatment group? Oh, I don’t want to be in there so you know, then they say that they can’t participate. That’s the trouble.


And there is actually another question that was kind of related to that where someone was asking if it would be appropriate to use grade level and students with parent permission returns as a selection for the study prior to randomizing. And that’s exactly right. I mean that question is the answer to the other question, that’s the way to handle it.


If you can do that type of selection prior to randomization then you’re in good shape.

Susan Zief:
I just want to follow up and you know, John described the more optimal conditions, but if random assignment has to happen in your site before you have an opportunity to collect evaluation consent from parents, we’re actually going to be addressing this question very directly in a forthcoming evaluation update that you’ll see on our Web site soon.


But it’s very important to understand if this process - this consent process happens after random assignment there are few principles to keep in mind and John can weigh in here. But one being that that consent process is blind for student and parents that they don’t really understand whether they are in the program or in the control group at the time that evaluation consent is being requested.


And two, that students after random assignment - now there are lots of iterations and variations here depending on your design, but those students who after random assignment say they will not participate in your evaluation could be counted as no shows.


Meaning that they could be counted as students who are sample losses. And we want to do our best to prevent sample loss for you along all dimensions. Whether it’s program people not showing up or whether it’s students not being able to provide outcome data to you.


I don’t know if you have anything more about that John?

John Deke:
No, I don’t..

Susan Zief:
Yes. Mary did you have any thoughts on those two questions about the evaluation consent process and how programs work with that in the context of any impact evaluation?

Mary Myrick:
The only thing is that I was going to reiterate what you said is that from the program side really your chance to sort of influence what happens occurs before random assignment.


So as you’re thinking about schools that will participate, as you’re thinking about students that might want to participate again, being really clear about what you’re going to ask from people and having the confidence that they are going to be able to deliver what you’re asking when you decide who you want to include in your study all of that before random assignment.


So if you’re intervention takes you 30 hours to complete then you want to be sure that people have sort of the means and sort of the demonstration staying power to participate.


Or if the school is going to implement the program and partnership with you, is there is a history of the school previously completing something like this or do they have a tendency to say midway through oh now we have another priority so we’re going to drop this.


So really understanding before you say these are the sites that we’re going to use, or the kids are going to randomly assign that you’ve got the best chance of people who are actually going to follow through on what they agreed to. Are all things you can do pre-random assignment to make sure that on the other side you don’t say well, they were never going to come anyway or those sort of things.

Susan Zief:
Thanks Mary. Mary I have another one that I’d like you to consider because I’m sure it’s something on the program side you experience all the time.


So the question is can you talk a bit more about why it is so important for youth who are randomly assigned to the control condition to stay in the control group and not kind of flip over to the program side?


And then I think a second part of that question and probably what is the key issue here is what do you do as a program person and you know individuals, and you think in terms of individuals, and you know that this certain child or youth desperately needs the program.


How could you handle that before random assignment for example, and if it happens after random assignment what are your responsibilities on the program side?

Mary Myrick:
I think it’s probably the most difficult part of the random assignment for people on the program side is understanding that some people won’t get this service. I think the important thing to remember is that in most cases you are executing something that hasn’t been proven to be effective in your setting or at your scale or with your particular population.


And so if you think about we wouldn’t be offering it if we didn’t have some confidence that we thought it was going to be successful.

We don’t know for sure that it’s going to be successful, we used to tell people that when we are putting people in the control group it’s possible we are saving people’s time from participating in something we don’t know is going to work.


So I think you know, again you have to sort of disassociate yourself a little bit in this random assignment process with your sort of personal confidence that what you’re doing is good and going to make a difference.


And second, you have to just build in some protection. We tried to have as few a people on our team involved in the early stages before random assignment as possible because it does take a really special person who is able to sort of set aside that sort of individual view and understand that you’re really trying to work towards a bigger picture good.


So we minimized the number of staff that were involved in our process. And sort of isolated them from the rest of the staff to keep people from feeling the tension of you know, what happens with this individual person.


Nothing changes the fact that there is going to be this moment particularly in locations where you assign - randomly assign at the individual level. You know, if you’re doing this work there are going to be days when you send that person in that you’re going to be praying I hope this person gets into the program group. But you cannot let that change what you do in your practice.


Because on the other side it’s really as I said before a matter of integrity of saying to your evaluator we agree to operate with these standards. So you’re really always put in the position of having to choose between multiple sort of ethical dilemmas.


And the best hope is just to honor the commitments you make in advance and follow through on them.

Susan Zief:
Thanks Mary. And then often times you know, in our evaluations here at Mathematica there may be where working with a school for example or maybe we’re randomly assigning students to a particular reading intervention sometimes when you’re working with your sites and really negotiating things there may be must haves.


There maybe a couple of groups of kids that even though the program hasn’t been proven to be effective the principle or the site administrator or the clinic administrator for the purpose of sending these programs might say you know what, I’m very happy to be in your study but I just have to ask you a favor, I need these two kids in the program despite the fact that there is no proven effectiveness evidence in it this really is a must for me.


And we often handle that as allowing for some number of exclusions and before random assignment. And those students may receive the program, you don’t want to allow that to happen too much or you erode the side of your actual treatment group.  But that’s possible for that to happen but those students cannot be treated as part of the evaluation sample. It’s like they don’t exist for the evaluation. So if you have pressure from your program sites this can be dealt with if it’s a few cases and it happens in a way with everyone’s full knowledge about how those individuals ended up in the program.


And that also pertains to siblings too. Sometimes in the context of an afterschool program for example you may randomly assign individual kids. And there is a sibling and if the sibling isn’t randomly assign and one is and one isn’t that creates problems.


And so there are ways to get around that but again in these particular cases it would be really great to reach out to your TA liaison so that you don’t accidently purposely include someone in your evaluation sample for non-random reasons.

John Deke:
I just want to add one thing to that Susan because I think this is really a good line of conversation for us to be having here. One of the things that we encounter a lot of times when we’re trying to recruit folks to participate in an experimental evaluation is that people have the impression that being in an experiment imposes a lot of restrictions on what they can do and that’s certainly true.


There are some restrictions on what can be done. But I think maybe what is not fully understood is that there is actually a great deal of room for flexibility. So long as the flexibility occurs before random assignment. It’s after random assignment that things become substantially less flexible.


But there are a lot of special things - accommodations that can be made so long as they are identified up front and dealt with before random assignment. It’s that before random assignment that matters so much.

Susan Zief:
Mary did you have anything else to add?

Mary Myrick:
I just was thinking about when you were talking Susan the way we sort of structured that internally at our shop is to say that you know, we have many more must haves than the evaluators have.


And so again because we see - we tend to see individuals I mean in some way everybody is a must have for us. And we can - if we work hard enough we can come up with a reason for why they need to be exempted from the study and still get the service.


So, there are probably two people in this context that you know, one would have to sort that out for us to be the federal project officer in terms of how many within your budget you know, can be excluded if there is any guidance about that.


And second we always give the final say about that to our evaluators. So we never said to a person you know, let us work with our evaluator and we’ll work this out.


Or, to one of our partners you know, we can probably work that out as the way to get that done. Before we made any commitment about having somebody participate in the program outside of the study, we talked to the evaluator.


And we told our evaluator up front before we got into the personal circumstances we asked our evaluator to be the tough sell and basically have the idea that you know, I’m really not looking to exclude people from the study.


So we had to make a case.  So a lot of times they’d say I just don’t see the reason why you know, this person couldn’t be randomly assigned in the cases where it was you know, two sisters came in the door this person works for - you know, in our office et cetera. In those cases they were able to accommodate us by helping us before we randomly assigned.


It was not a good day when we randomly assigned and then said oh, we think we had a problem. So the key thing is to raise the issues before you submit the people or the site for random assignment.

Susan Zief:
Thanks Mary. There are a couple of questions that have come in about this concept of once randomized, always analyzed. And following students no matter what happened with regard to their participation in the program is certainly a very important concept for the evaluation.


But it really seems to be very salient given the incoming questions for programs that are working with youth who may be highly mobile, maybe higher risk populations.


And you have concerns. You have concerns about issues with them participating in the first place. So you have concerns with them getting the program once they are randomly assigned to the program.


And then secondly there are issues relating to them not being available for follow-up data collection.


And so one question raised is what can you do in this case? Can you increase the sample size of your study without knowing that there are youth who are not going to participate in the program, or youth who are just simply aren’t going to be available for follow up data collection.


John do you want to begin to address this?

John Deke:
Sure. This is where we start heading into the real world and things aren’t as easy as we wish they were when we were thinking about the study. I’m going to start off with this idea that you know, you’re working with a higher risk population maybe you’re working with - youth with truancy behavior.


And you know that this population has a lot of mobility. They just may not be around for the duration of the study and how can you deal with that, what are you supposed to do?


Well I’m going to give three answers to that question. The first answer is that certainly increasing sample size is always valuable. A larger study if it’s feasible is always valuable. But of course it’s not always feasible; there are cost constraints in terms of the size of the study we can have. So, if possible - sure, definitely increase the size of the study.


Another answer to this question is that if you are able to identify, if you knew before the study began that some observable component, some observable subgroups, some observable piece of the population being served by the program is a lot more likely to be mobile than some other piece of the population, if possible you might not want to decide not to include them in the study. But that might not be possible, that may not be feasible.


Another possibility is for the evaluator to conduct subgroup analyses where they focus on subgroups that are defined in terms of those characteristics that were observable in both the treatment and control group before random assignments, and that are highly associated with mobility.


So if you have a subgroup of students say girls just to pick something that is clearly observable before random assignment. If you have a subgroup like that where the mobility rate is a lot lower, you could calculate impacts separately for that subgroup where you have less of a mobility problem.


So that’s a second answer to the question which may cover some situations but it’s not going to cover all situations. And it would be important for the evaluator to consult with their TA liaison to make sure that they’re identifying a really relevant subgroup where that could work.


And the third answer to that question is that there is a reasonableness component to that reasonable skeptic that I mentioned in the earlier slides. There is not an expectation for 100% perfection.


And if  it can be demonstrated that that attrition rate is the same in the treatment and control groups and that the characteristics of the people who are flowing out of the study are essentially the same in the treatment and control groups, then that reasonable skeptic will start to cut you a little bit of a break. And exactly how much of a break they are going to cut really just depends on the situations and again conversations with TA liaisons would be the best way to move forward for case by case scenarios.


So those are the three things that partially mitigate the harshness of this harsh reality. But you know, ultimately the harshness of the harsh reality cannot be completely mitigated. And at the end of the day the evaluations are going to be accessed and if there are really high attrition rates it’s going to hurt the rating.


But you know, that’s just the reality.

Susan Zief:
And I’m going to pass it to Mary in a minute because she must deal with us all the time on the program side with trying to get youth in the door and keep them in the door.


But on our SharePoint Web site our staff  have put up some suggested ways to gather contact information at the time you’re going to consent. So that with more highly mobile populations you kind of get the information you need upfront so that you can find a good majority of these youth over the course of your evaluation and still continue to collect outcome data on them.


So there are some resources on the SharePoint site to give you some examples of information you might want to collect at the site or at the time of consent so that you can follow them no matter where they go.


We understand a more resource intensive but it is a necessary component underneath evaluations.


Mary can you address getting them in the door and keeping them in the door.

Mary Myrick:
Yes I think the you know, some of these are conversations to have with your evaluator and some maybe with your federal project officer. But I think as we’ve said several times really your number one chance to impact your success is the decisions before random assignment impact.


So if you’re dealing with a population and that population has a historical pattern of showing up two to three times to an activity then I don’t think you could expect that you’ll be very successful in the context of random assignment. When you’re ultimately going to be sort of head accountable for getting people to come to 8 or 10 or 12 classes depending on what the pre-described dosage is for your programs.


So again really thinking hard about is what I’m attempting to do going to be actually achievable and measurable. And making those decisions before random assignment versus getting into random assignment and then saying you know, gosh I see these people don’t come what can I do now?


Nothing changes the fact that the researchers are going to deal with averages as we talked about. And every one of those people they can’t find or that don’t participate are going to be mixed in with the people who do when they look at your outcome results.


The other thing that is sort of a disadvantage I think for program staff is that depending on the budget and the methodology your researcher actually may have more tools to find people than you do.


So if you’re collecting social security information or other kinds of data, they have many more tools you know, as the program staff you’ve got the address and the phone number, they don’t show up you may go by their house, or you may try to call them but you have - and if you’ve collected maybe a next of kin or something or a friend.  So at the beginning getting as much information about how to find these people over time, what are their relationships it’s going to be important to your success to be able to find them.


And to keep finding them as they - if you know the more mobile you think they are, the more other phone numbers you want to have. Or leads you want to have to be able to find them to try and reengage them in the process.


People always joke that the best random assignment studies are in prisons because you can always find the people. But some of you have selected populations that are much more mobile than that.


And it’s really understanding that and preparing for the fact that at the end of the day - some of the things that John were talking about I think the research would call secondary analysis.


And they would say those thing are things that help us maybe understand what happened but they are not the same - going to rise to the same level of you know, they won’t change the fact that the report will say on a whole when we looked at the program group and the control group here is what happened was there an impact or not?


Once you decide to participate in random assignment that decision has been made.

Susan Zief:
Thanks Mary. We referred to an example a situation where you may have siblings who have - who are eligible for the program who have consent for the program and the evaluation. And how do you as an evaluator deal with that. If you know that you can’t put siblings if you can’t have siblings in alternate groups. And so John do you have some suggestions of how we deal with that?

John Deke:
Just to restate the issue if you want the siblings to be together if it’s not really feasible to have one of the pair or the siblings in the program group and the other sibling in the control group. And then really you probably don’t want to have it that way because then they’ll talk to each other and you can have a contamination problem.


We can handle that through the design of the study. And there are really two ways to do it. One would be prior to random assignment to simply identify the sibling pairs and not include them in the study. That’s one way to do it.


The other way to do it is to include them in the study but assign them as a pair. So you’re not assigning an individual you’re signing two individuals. And then what you’re essentially doing is you’re doing clustered randomized assignment.


And so you have a little bit of a statistical issue that you need to deal with although it can be dealt with.


But those are basically the two issues. Either assign them as a pair, record that you did that file, then report that you did it if you’re an evaluator.


And then you can account for that method of having assigned it in your analysis or just exclude them from the study to begin with.

Susan Zief:
Thanks John.

Mary Myrick:
So John assigning as the pair does that mean that we would say we’ll reassign - we will randomly assign one and whatever happens to that one the exact same thing will happen to the other?

John Deke:
Yes that’s a good way to put it Mary.

 Susan Zief:
Okay, thank you. I want to loop back to a question that recently came in but really to one of the first things we talked about. And I think that’s the last we’re going to have time for.


And it’s about sharing individual level process data with the program team. It may be that an evaluator picks up that one facilitator is not covering much of the curriculum. Should the evaluator share this information with the program team?


Well first there actually is quite a bit of information the program team can and should be collecting themselves. And some things such as content coverage, whether the program facilitators are covering the content maybe through teacher logs or through the program staff kind of being aware of what’s going on.


It is perfectly reasonable that the program team is keeping tabs on the program being implemented as intended and if the program team seems to see that’s not happening making midcourse corrections.


But as I think John and Mary alluded to earlier ensuring that the evaluator is aware of that, captures that, and that it’s fully documented.


If the program team is unaware of this if the program team is not collecting information on content coverage and that’s purely the evaluator that’s capturing it, and can they share that with the program team I think OAH and ACYF expectations are that the best case implementation of these programs hit the ground.


So I believe OAH and ACYF response would be that yes, we don’t want to keep in a vacuum the fact that the program is not happening. And through the performance measures including the fidelity measures I do not believe that information such as this is such that would spill through the cracks. I think there should be full awareness of this among both the program team and the evaluation team.


But the key here is that any changes that are made need to be fully documented in the project reports.

Amy Margolis:
Susan, this is Amy Margolis from OAH and I would just reiterate that what you said is exactly correct.

Susan Zief:
Thank you Amy. So actually we have exceeded our time here. And I know there are a couple questions related to other questions that have come in, related to responses that have provided. And I hope that the responses we did provide give you some input if we weren’t able to address your question directly.


But a couple of things, we encourage you to pass these questions on to your TA liaison - they know your context, they know your program, they know your evaluation plan very well, and they’ll be able to give you a much more precise answer to that question in your context.


And also we are releasing shortly an evaluation update that addresses many of these questions related to maintaining the integrity of your evaluation as you start to roll it out and go through the consent process and go through the first round of data collection. So look for that within the next month.


I want to thank John and Mary so very much for their input and their expertise today. If you have follow up questions for them, John provided the TPP Eval TA email box. And I’d be more than happy to share questions with them.


And then finally a reminder that the slides and the recording from this Webinar will be available up on the SharePoint Web site and so you can get a full recap or share this with members of your program team who weren’t able to attend today.


So again thanks to all of you for participating. Thank you to our presenters and we look forward to continuing to work with you. 

