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I'd IIKe to talk to you this afternoon about four themes that I think are emerging and have emerged from
emﬁi?ical work that have come from outside program evaluation, but that have important implications for
pro fm evaluation. The first theme of involvement is co-constructive. In other words, involvement is not
solelfdetermined by the family, but it is an interaction between families, schools, and communities. The
secaill theme is that involvement is a dynamic process that can vary within families. That is, in the past,
faﬂinvolvement was treated as a family characteristic, because families were either high in involvement or
families were low in involvement. But it’s becoming increasingly apparent that involvement varies within
fam23es and that we need to characterize involvement as a dynamic process, not as a family characteristic. The
third4s that involvement often has indirect effects on children’s achievement. That is, there are often
inte?mediate mechanisms that link involvement practices with how children are performing, for example, on
literd6y or mathematics. And those intermediate mechanisms are an important piece of the process. And then
fourtl, involvement effects can vary across children. And I think it’s important to point out here that
inv@®ement can matter for all children and at the same time the ways in which it matters and the type of
inv@@ement and the meaningfulness of involvement can vary across children.
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Becdlse I'll be using examples from the research that we’ve completed, I want to tell you about the data from
whidR the findings have been generated. These findings are from the School Transition Study. The School
Tradgition Study was a follow-up investigation of 390 low-income children and their families who participated
origidally in the Comprehensive Child Development Program. They were approximately equally divided
am(ﬁ% African-American, European-American, and Latino-American families, and the children were followed
in tB®School Transition Study from kindergarten through fifth grade. One of the key points here is that we're
goidg'to be talking about a low-income sample. Our operational definition of involvement for the analyses
incl@8es indicators of involvement in the home, indicators of involvement in the school, home-school
comdfunication, and what we call unconventional involvelment—perhaps not unconventional for the family,
but4fhconventional from a measurement standpoint because we're talking about things like parent-to-parent
comfhbunication. Following Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model and others that have followed up on that
modé, there has been a large body of research across the social sciences interested in the ways in which
famdlBes and contexts outside the home, such as schools, neighborhoods, communities, are interdependent
sucH4hat families influence the contexts outside the home and the contexts outside the home influence the
famdlly. One synergistic outcome of these interactions, it appears, is family involvement in education. This is,
in fdh, what we’re saying when we say involvement is co-constructed. Schools that have higher levels of
supfdrt and services, like specialized learning services, schools that have, according to the principals—high
level8of staff and community investment in their children performing at high levels tend to promote higher
level®of family educational involvement, and those higher levels of family educational involvement then
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expbfin in part the higher levels of child achievement that you see in those schools. There’s a direct effect of
stafbihvestment in children on those children’s achievement in that school. Not surprising. Teachers who are
invé2ed have children who are performing higher. But there’s also an indirect effect such as teachers who are
mordnvested have parents who are more invested and, in turn, children who are performing higher in
litelﬁéy achievement. We consider this some evidence of co-construction; but what’s the implication for
evablation? If you have intervention, you want to change families in some way to increase family
inv@i§ement. You could have intervention at a different levels. It could be school level, it could be multiple
levéld Let’s just consider, though, for this example that it’s at the level of the family. Ultimately, the statistical
andE&actical significance of whether your intervention works is going to rely on one thing, and that’s going to
be th8 ratio of how much variance in family involvement your program can explain. So families are going to
be ifillolved for a number of different reasons. Well, hopefully, some of those reasons are going to be related to
yougirogram. That’s indicated by what I've labeled A here. But the practical and statistical significance of
thattedea A depends on its ratio to area B. What's left over? The error variance. All the other reasons that a
famf@ly is involved. And so if we know one of the determinants is this co-constructive process and you're
evalthting a family-level program, you need to be assessing those other determinants of involvement to the
extedd that you can. Because when you begin to control, for example, for school context, notice now that the
rati60f A to B has gotten larger. Your program, if you were conducting this experimental program, would
appédr more important in statistical and practical significant terms, because you've reduced the error variance.
And8e could flip this example around, if you are interested in a school-level program. Well, then you're
probSbly going to want to assess some family level characteristics that you think might be determinants of
faml} involvement to help you recognize how effective your program has been. Because without it, if you
only dssess those things that are within your program, you're going to miss much of the variance in
involZement, and as a result, your program’s going to look less effective. So we know that family involvement
is d#Brmined through co-construction. We need to think about that when we’re measuring and evaluating a
progﬁam.

5
TheAbcond theme is that involvement is a dynamic process that varies within families. It's not a characteristic
of fahilies. What you're looking at here is a graph of involvement over time between kindergarten and fifth
grad® The actual assessments times were at kindergarten, at third grade, and at fifth grade. The two lines
reprent children whose mothers were teenagers when they were born—that’s the blue line. And children
wh&@ mothers were 20 years or older when they were born, again all low income. And what I'd like you to
confiller is the difference in the implications of the information you have right here about what family
inv@2ement looked like in these homes compared with, for example, if you only assessed involvement at
kin@&rgarten, at that time point in these data, that is a statistically significant difference. And it, in fact,
app8drs to be quite large in terms of effect size. That is, if I were to just go look at kindergarten, I could say to
youlhat teenage mothers are less involved than those who are not teenage mothers. And the data would
supPort that. But now consider if I had measured it at fifth grade. These two points are statistically
indB#nguishable from one another, so as a researcher, I would have to say they are for all practical purposes,
theW8re identical. And so I would conclude that teenage mothers are just as involved as those who aren’t. Of
couB8® the story is much more complex than either of those stories. Because involvement is a dynamic process,
it cd¥vary within families. To hammer that home, I'm going to give you some of the findings we have based
on d3kessing the effect of changes in family involvement on changes in child literacy. That is, what happens
wh&Pwe begin to capture this dynamic process and ask how does that affect child achievement? And first of
all, 8t remember that there are between-family differences in average level of involvement across the study
thaOdere positively associated with average differences in literacy. That is, if I just average across
invOement and said how highly involved were you as a family and then looked at your child’s literacy, we
wolld find an effect in those between-family differences. Above and beyond those between-family
diff&énces, when we control for the fact that on average there are families who are more involved than others
inc88sed involvement within families was associated with increased literacy performance for children. So
whé&involvement goes up, literacy performance goes up. When involvement goes down, literacy
peiﬁﬁ)mance goes down. This is within families. The within-family effect size, that is, the increases and
detf¥hses within a family, regardless of where they started, was nearly twice as large as that between-family
diff@2nce. In other words, these are meaningful effects. Families can change in terms of involvement, and
thd€¥3changes have implications for involvement. These are not experimental data, and we have some
cal@dity issues. But involvement and achievement are co-varying over time. And that says a lot for someone
wH@b interested in evaluating the effectiveness of a program. If you want to know whether your program
wdied, if you make one or two assessments or rely entirely on averages, you may miss something that’s
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ha%ﬁ%ning within families. And something that has relatively large practical importance within those families
as I.
109

ThE#Bird theme I'm going to refer to now as the mousetrap theme. When I was a kid, we had this game,
Mddde Trap. And the basic goal of the game was to set up all of these little gizmos that ultimately led to a
caldal pathway of effects. So you turn the crank, which rotates a gear, causing a lever to move and push a
stdplsign against a boot. The boot tips the metal bucket, etc., etc. Ultimately the goal of that causal pathway
wakl#b drop a net on a plastic, unsuspecting mouse. If you imagine program evaluation as being turning the
crddll§y ultimately you want to capture child achievement. In between, though, there’s a lot of potential for
erfbl6 There’s a lot that can go on that could undermine your attempts to evaluate the effects of turning that
crdill One of the intermediate mechanisms that we’ve been focusing on, like the boot, has been children’s
fedlis about literacy. So, when family involvement moves up and down, I told you that it affects literacy
aclif¥ement. Literacy achievement responds. One of the reasons we're finding that that happens is because
childen’s feelings about literacy change. Children start feeling more efficacious. Children start feeling better
abdiliteracy. They like it more and they think they’re better at it. And because of that, family involvement is
asdatZated with literacy achievement in large part. In our data, this accounts for more variance than that direct
palR3f family involvement. That is, in our data, it is not that family involvement is directly leading to
childden doing better in school, for example, the parent does a good job teaching them a math problem.
Indt2hd, it’s that there’s an indirect effect of being involved. Children start feeling better about school, in
patéular about their literacy. And as a result, they perform better in the area of literacy. The implication for
pri%%m evaluation here is—and what I was alluding to with the mouse trap—is that there’s so much in
bel8en. If you don’t try and capture some of these in-between mechanisms, you are in fact statistically and
mdtRBdologically minimizing the probability that you will find effects that are there. You improve your
chdnks of detecting the effects of your program when you begin to consider some of the potential mediators,
fod&dample, parent efficacy in terms of both how efficacious they feel about their ability to get involved and
mdida difference, but also how they feel about their children’s abilities to succeed in school as well as
childden’s self-efficacy. These both appear to be two important intermediate mechanisms that evaluators may
wakid4o be thinking about.
135

Mpéast point is that involvement effects can vary across children. What you're looking at here are changes in
avétige literacy performance across varying levels of family involvement. So at the left end of the graph are
low38vels of family involvement. At the right end are high levels. The solid line is children from families with
mdBrs with a high school education or more. The dotted line is children from families with less than a high
scHdd] education. Those two associations between involvement and achievement are statistically different
frdkd bne another. Those children whose mothers have less than a high school education are making more
rapi#lgains with increases in family educational involvement. In fact, you can see that statistically speaking at
leabl#3hey’ve caught up with those children whose mothers are more educated. The point is that the effects of
inddidement can vary across children. And in this particular case, we think it is children who are at
exdéftional educational risk are also at exceptional likelihood of benefiting from family educational
inddil@ement. So what are the implications for evaluation? If you fail to search for potential moderators of
yoldtéffects, that is, those factors that may vary the effects of your program, you may miss for whom your
prédthm matters most. Other potential moderators that have been demonstrated empirically include the
qubdity of the parent-child relationship, ethnicity, and child age. And I just want to point out what you're
lodiidg for in a moderator is something that theoretically should strengthen or weaken effects, or something
thdfalgoing to modify the meaningfulness of the constructs of interest. So, for example, with regard to
etlin2ity, Nancy Hill at Duke has done a good job of showing that intermediate mechanisms connecting
ind@3Fement with achievement vary by ethnicity. That is, family involvement is equally productive in terms of
chilB4chievement across ethnic groups. But the ways it gets from involvement to child achievement varies by
etHib group.
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TolwYap up, I want to reiterate the four themes. First, assessment of contexts that affect children’s family
ind&8ement can improve the precision of estimated program effect. That is, you need to measure and assess
th outside the realm of what you're actually trying to change. Longitudinal assessments of within-family
vatfalons in family involvement can improve the ecological validity of involvement indicators. Things vary
wilioth families and we need to capture that. And assessing intermediate mechanisms, relaying program
effb6f to children, can help capture program effectiveness as well. It's more difficult to capture the
effb6Bveness if we don’t grab those things that are in between. And then, finally, estimating variations across
chillG4en can help clarify for whom involvement matters most in following a program.
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