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Impact Evaluation Assignment

The Latin American Laboratory for the Evaluation of Educational Quality (LLECE) is an assessment network and system that evaluates the quality of K-12 education in Latin America.  LLECE is supported by UNESCO (United Nations Education, Scientific, and Cultural Organization) and LLECE’s activities are coordinated through UNESCO’s Regional Bureau for Education in Latin America and the Caribbean (also referred to as OREALC).  This evaluation, conducted by the Internal Oversight Service (IOS) from October 2007 until March 2008, focuses on the impact of LLECE.  Furthermore, as this is part of a broader evaluation of UNESCO-supported programs, it evaluates UNESCO’s support to LLECE.

LLECE’s overriding objective is to assist participating countries in enhancing the technical quality and utilization of assessment data on education as a means of improving the quality of education.  More specifically, this includes producing more information on student achievement levels, analyzing the factors underlying learning progress, providing support and technical assistance to measurement and assessment units at the country level, and serving as a forum for reflection, debate, and exchange of new approaches on education evaluation. LLECE’s first assessment, LLECE-1st Study, was conducted in 1997 and its second assessment, SERCE, was conducted in 2007.  IOS evaluated these two assessments to determine its affect on the LLECE objectives stated above.  

Aspects evaluated regarding UNESCO support focus on the technical soundness of UNESCO’s outputs, the relevance and adequacy of organizational arrangements in the program, the effectiveness and sustainability of the program, and the impact of UNESCO’s work on the area of monitoring learning achievements.  

There were several factors that shaped the nature of this evaluation and the information that could be obtained.  The first was the limited budget, limited timeline, and the timing of the evaluation itself regarding LLECE’s SERCE assessment.  This evaluation started at about the same time that SERCE data was being collected and the evaluation was finished before SERCE was complete.  Thus, it limited the information that could be gathered.  Another factor that changed the evaluation was a change of its scope as suggested by a UNESCO project director.  After multiple conversations is was agreed that the evaluation would be as sensitive in nature as possible in respect to areas of UNESCO improvement as a critique.  The IOS viewed this a positive change because they thought that LLECE representatives would be more likely to provide information if they thought the ultimate goal was to find ways in which UNESCO support could be improved, instead of thinking of it as a negative critique.

IOS identified nine dimensions of UNESCO support that are critical to LLECE to use as the framework for evaluation: 

1. Administration and management: UNESCO’s administrative procedures are easy follow, and the amount of time investment required to complete them is reasonable.

2. Information: The information in operation manuals, memos, and other documents that UNESCO supplies are sufficient, clear, and arrive in a timely manner.

3. Communication: Communication with UNESCO is smooth, ongoing, and effective.  It is clear who should be contacted for a particular need, and those individuals are accessible and easily contacted.   

4. Technical: The professional assistance that UNESCO provides in the form of orientation sessions, consulting, feedback, and data analysis is sufficient and arrives in a timely manner.

5. Material: The equipment, software, and other material resources that UNESCO provides are sufficient and arrive in a timely manner.  

6. Finances: The monies provided by UNESCO are sufficient and arrive regularly.  

7. Human resources development: UNESCO’s support for LLECE has had a major impact on this country by providing the skills and knowledge necessary for the development and improvement of its educational assessment capacities.

8. Organizational development: UNESCO’s support for LLECE has had a major impact on this country by getting national institutions to create work styles and procedures necessary for the development and improvement of its educational assessment capacities.

9. Legislation and regulations: UNESCO’s support for LLECE has had a major impact on this country by identifying legislation and regulation necessary for the development and improvement of its educational assessment capacities.  

IOS’ evaluation objectives were to measure the impact of LLECE and measure UNESCO’s support in relation to LLECE.  The evaluation methodology used a combination of document review, interviewing, and surveying to gain information on the LLECE-1st and SERCE studies and UNESCO support, based on the framework created.  

Methodology

The first method of research was through the review and analysis of documents (mainly technical and progress reports) to draw on comparisons of LLECE-1st and SERCE to assess any progress in terms of goals, procedures, and use of data.  The second was through informal interviewing of a former LLECE representative, a current LLECE representative, and informal e-mail exchange with OREALC’s general coordinator.  From these interviews IOS confirmed vast differences of communication styles of LLECE teams and different Latin American countries, thus gathering that focus groups or long e-mail exchanges are uncommon and would make for unsuccessful research.  Thirdly, a survey was given to LLECE country representatives on the quality of support received by OREALC.  This was delivered via e-mail to individuals to gather information on the nine areas of support in the framework.  The questionnaire was designed with a Likert scale, (1=completely disagree, 5=completely agree).  Lastly, a modified version of the survey was given to an OREALC representative on the same nine support areas to address UNESCO’s support, from its central office in Paris, to OREALC.  

Findings

The document reviews of LLECE-1st and SERCE revealed a difference in scope of the two studies.  SERCE was intended to capitalize on the experience and knowledge gained as a result of the LLECE-1st study.  LLECE-1st was administered in 13 countries assessing language, mathematics, and associated factors (school administration, policy, curriculum planning, teacher performance).  This study is considered to be a success because it was a first step toward large scaled testing to create testing and accountability in Latin America.  As a result of LLECE-1st, a stronger emphasis has been put on standardizing testing procedures and ensuring quality in its implementation.  IOS found that a great deal of thought, planning, and organization went into SERCE as it had clearly stated objectives for the implementation of high quality control for assessing framework, developing test items, planning the test scoring and analysis, disseminating test results, and applying the findings in a multitude of ways.  

Results from the questionnaire revealed that LLECE countries rated OREALC support highly, however OREALC rated UNESCO support lowly.  IOS concluded that UNESCO’s financial support to OREALC does not exceed 3% of the LLECE budget.  This is not sufficient to build the assessment capacity needed to address the challenges. LLECE’s activities reflect a high level of effort and organization that contrast with its limited budget.  UNESCO’s biggest challenge seems to be its human resources development.   

Critiques     

The initial planning of the IOS evaluation could have been better in regards to the timing with the SERCE study.  This was a major factor that changed the scope of the evaluation.  More initial research should have been done to realize that SERCE would not be completed by the end of their evaluation timeline.  IOS could have either pushed their time frame back or extended it. As a result, the information accessibility was limited and there could have been a more in depth evaluation of SERCE and its outcomes.  

The lack of budget was also a restriction to the evaluation. With more budget there could have been more room for actual visits to the OREALC office and meetings with LLECE representatives to generate focus groups and one on one interviews to gather more qualitative information.  There should have been more LLECE and OREALC representatives formally interviewed than just the three people (one current LLECE representative, one past LLECE representative, and the OREALC general coordinator). This would have been more in depth than informal phone interviews and surveying and captured a broader scope of opinions and information.      

Another major factor that changed the scope of the evaluation was the suggestion by a UNESCO director to critique UNESCO more sensitively.  I thought that this was very biased considering the lack of UNESCO support that was found in the study.  Why did IOS agree to that?  How could this adhere to a purely objective evaluation?

The evaluation framework for UNESCO support was created effectively as it compiled many different evaluation facets into nine dynamic areas.  These served well for analysis, and given the varied communication throughout Latin America that was found, the Likert scale was appropriately used as a general, easy survey method so that all subjects could participate.      

As for the LLECE-1st and SERCE evaluation, the document reviews were very in depth and provided for a great deal of information, however it lacked qualitative methods that could have strengthened the research.  For example, IOS could have interviewed school administers and policy makers to draw on the effects of LLECE in regards to standardized testing and more.  Again, if this was due to lack of budget and time constraints, the planning could have been improved on IOS’ part.    

Overall, the restrictions of time and budget led to the shortcomings of gathering more information and conducting different types of research that would have made for a more well-rounded, analytical evaluation.    

