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How can a useful performance monitoring system be
designed? Gary T. Henry and Kent C. Dickey describe
the use of a research and development model to develop
an effective performance monitoring system as part of
the State of Virginia’s efforts in educational reform.
They provide details on bow the approach was imple-
mented and discuss both the limits and risks involved.
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A combination of public interest, political pressure, and
increased technical capacity has thrust public account-
ability, and with it the concept of performance monitor-
ing, once again into the fore. When the U.S.
Department of Education sounded an alarm with A4
Nation at Risk in 1983, the nation renewed its concern
for public education. The presidential Educational
Summit in Charlottesville, Virginia, the advent of signifi-
cant community and parental control of Chicago’s pub-
lic schools, and the court-ordered complete overhaul of
the public school system in Kentucky amplified the
alarm. Dissatisfaction with public education services in
many quarters has led to a variety of proposals ranging
from dismantling educational bureaucracies by allowing
school choice to increasing the accountability of the
schools to the public.

A common thread woven through most of the pro-
posals is the need for a performance monitoring sys-
tem, also referred to as an educational indicator system.
Performance monitoring is unique among the proposed
educational reforms in terms of its duality of purpose.
The first role for educational performance monitoring is
as a part of the overall reform package. Performance
monitoring provides periodic information on the out-
comes and impacts of public services (Wholey, 1979;
Poister, 1983). Teachers and administrators can use
information on educational performance as an empirical
base for observing strengths and weaknesses of educa-
tional practices and programs. The empirical baseline
can then be used by stakeholders for planning and set-
ting specific objectives for improvement, an important
factor in realizing educational improvements (Ford
Foundation, 1972). Other uses of the education perfor-
mance data, such as incentive-based rewards, are also
included in many reform recommendations (Richards
and Shujaa, 1990). The first role for using performance
monitoring data is using it as a part of the reform pack-
age; that is, as means of facilitating educational
improvement.
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In its second role, performance monitoring provides a
means for holding a mirror up to the reforms. It serves to
measure the effectiveness of the reforms that have been
undertaken. Wohlstetter (1991) describes performance moni-
toring as asking the simple question, “Are state education
reforms improving schools?” Performance monitoring can
show the results and context of schooling to educators, par-
ents, politicians, business representatives, and the public. The
indicators of the “collective well-being” of education can com-
municate essential information and “add depth and breadth to
the public’s understanding” (Morgan, 1991, pp. 10-12).

The difference between these purposes is one of planning
versus evaluation. In the planning function, the system is
used as a means for improving education. To serve the evalu-
ation function, it is called upon to assess the impact of the
improvements. Together the functions can provide greater
accountability and a basis for actions to improve education.

Accountability, Performance
Monitoring, and Bureaucracy

Accountability for the results of public programs has
become a concentrated focus of concern from elected officials
and the media. In many policy areas, interest in accountabili-
ty is growing (Benveniste, 1985). In the field of education, a
sense of frustration is growing among politicians, policy mak-
ers, special interests, and the public who express the belief
that ample time has passed for education reforms of the 1980s
to have had an effect. They want to see results. Educational
performance monitoring systems are the means proposed to
show them the results.

In 1987, 21 states reported having an educational perfor-
mance accountability system that linked performance results to
policy actions (Office of Educational Research and
Improvement, 1988a). In addition, more than 30 states had
educational accountability on the agenda at the beginning of
the 1989 state legislative sessions (Pipho in Wohlstetter, 1991).
The movement toward greater public accountability and the
specific dissatisfaction with education have wrested control of
the issue of whether educational programs should be evaluat-
ed from “the satrapy of educators” (Timar, 1989, p. 2).

Instituting a performance monitoring system presents a
practical problem for the educational administrators who
receive the charge: How can a visible innovation such as a
performance monitoring system be implemented in a public
organization? We argue that the approach should be based on
a research and development (R&D) model. An R&D approach
to performance monitoring, while creating some difficulties
due to the openness and visibility of public sector innovations,
acknowledges the current state-of-the-art in performance mon-
itoring. Not enough is known about measuring program out-
comes and establishing objectives that will motivate higher
performance levels to install a complete, operating system.
Support for this assertion is indicated by the difficulties experi-
enced with existing performance monitoring systems. Early
leaders in the development of educational performance moni-
toring systems, California, New Jersey, and Delaware, are
undertaking significant changes in their education perfor-
mance monitoring systems (Goldman, 1990).
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Performance Monitoring
Systems: An R&D Approach

The research and development approach in the public sec-
tor is defined by four characteristics. First, the R&D approach
requires that multiple studies be undertaken as the program is
being planned to assess specific components of the program.
Second, judgments about the way in which components are to
be implemented are withheld until data are available. Third,
program personnel must use empirical data to make decisions
on program components and the alternative ways the compo-
nents could be implemented. Finally, the testing of the pro-
gram components goes on in increasingly “real” circum-
stances, in essence moving the project from the laboratory to
the field.

The research and development approach does not ques-
tion whether or not the program will be implemented.
Rather, it seeks to bring empirical information to bear on the
viability and utility of specific program components. By
focusing on the components, research questions can be bro-
ken into researchable chunks and data addressing the ques-
tions can be sought. The central question about the pro-
gram involves the “go—no go” decision. This decision has
usually been made in the political process. The task posed
to administrators is how, not if, the program is to be set up.
Often, little direct experience, theory, or empirical data exist
to guide the implementation. Expert opinion, intuition, and
perceptions of political realities will define how the program
will be implemented. The R&D approach offers improved
probability of program success and reduced probability for
problems.

Establishing performance monitoring systems through a
research and development process may eliminate some long-
standing flaws identified by Wilson (1989): incorrect and
irrelevant data, untimely and inaccurate reporting, and lack of
management support. Another value of the research and
development model is that real or perceived negative impacts
can be prevented by publicly emphasizing the opportunity
for trial-and-error adjustments based on empirical evidence.
It is an alternative to the innovation model behind the large-
scale social experiments of the 1970s and wholesale changes
such as the welfare reforms and workfare policies instituted
in the 1980s.

Establishing a performance monitoring system can best be
undertaken as a research and development enterprise going
on in a public, political arena. Research, development, and
innovation take place over a range of activities, including insti-
tutional arrangements, selection and measurement of indica-
tors, and reporting formats—all within a diverse, volatile polit-
ical arena. The developmental, high-stakes nature of the
enterprise, the changing political environment, and the uncer-
tainty of the results of various aspects of the system explain
the necessity for modification and change such as those in the
three states mentioned above. The R&D approach allows
administrators to acknowledge this upfront and view the pro-
cess of adapting performance monitoring as knowledge and
understanding increase. The characteristics of public programs
that are appropriate for using an R&D approach are shown in
Table 1.
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Table 1
Characteristics of Programs Benefiting from R&D Approach

General Characteristics Performance Monitoring Context

Performance monitoring is a relatively new approach in developing,
collecting, reporting and using educational outcome data.

Indicators can provide incentives for questionable program
practices and resource allocations.

Considerable political capital and credibility of education administrators
at stake if program languishes or fails.

High stakes innovation due to uncertainty of results.
and potential for misuse of educational outcome data.

Lack of experience with or knowledge of program components
High probability of unanticipated consequences
High costs of program failure

High degree of anxiety among program personnel

Wholey, one of the original proponents of performance
monitoring, conceived of a system that “measures inputs,
activities, and outcomes and compares program performance
with prior or expected performance” (1979, p. 117). Poister
(1983), concentrating on state and local systems, developed
requirements for a monitoring system that would utilize some
of the traditional input and process measures and strengthen
them by emphasizing “evaluative measures, especially those
related to the program’s outcomes” (p. 3). Both authors iden-
tified similar models for developing performance monitoring
systems as shown in Table 2.

These two models of performance monitoring systems can
be distilled into four distinct, but interrelated components,
which can be used to guide research and development activi-

« Establishing performance criteria and methods for
comparing performance; and
& Reporting and using performance information.

Each of these components is discussed below in terms of
the R&D approach taken for an educational performance mon-
itoring system in Virginia. In this article, five research activi-
ties are highlighted to demonstrate the use of an R&D model.
An overview of the approach is presented in Table 3 and the
five research activities are summarized in the next sections of
the article.

Stakeholder Group Participation
A unique approach was used in the development of the

ties :

+ Establishing objectives;

# Selecting performance indicators;

components of the system, such as establishing objectives and
selection of measures: the involvement of stakeholder groups
in designing the system. The literature on performance moni-
toring emphasizes the need to involve managers and policy

makers in decisions about the design (Wholey, 1979, pp. 61-

Table 2 :
77; Poister, 1983, p. 10). The educational environment offered
Performance Monitoring Logic the opportunity to extend beyond the managers to seek input
and guidance from others involved in education. For this
Wholey’s Model Poister’s Model ; ;
Rsoikuy;e Allocation to Evaluation example, four groups were selected to provide advice and
Table 3
Select Management
Program objectives Program objectives R & D Approach to Performance Monitoring
Measures of performance Program elements
Intended uses of Performance indicators Performance Processes Research &
performance information Intended uses Monitoring Development
Component Activity
Performance Monitoring Activities ~ Data Component
Data collection Establish objectives ~ Develop system Assessment of stake-
Data processing objectives with stake- holder group satisfac-
holders tion
Performance Products Analysis Component
Measurement of program Measurement of current Select indicators Develop criteria Assessment of stake-
performance performance selection & measures holder group satisfac-
Comparison of actual program Comparison of current with stakeholders; tion
perfqrmance with expected performance with
or prior performance Past levels Tested availability of  Pilot data collection
Among units data and quality of  and evaluation
Against plan data Validated alternative
Use of Performance Information  Action Component measures of SES
Maintain or change objectives Decisions concerning Compari i “ ”
" S8 paring program  Develop alternative ~ Tested “benchmark
Maintain or change program Objectives performance measures of SES; method for fair com-
activities Program elements Develop fair compari- parisons
Maintain or change measures Monitoring son methods
SOU;CS: Adapted from Wholey (1979, p. 118) and Poister (1983, p-  sing information Reporting data Tested alternative dis-

play formats

Implementing Performance Monitoring: A Research and Development Approach

205

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



feedback on the program: teachers, district superintendents,
school board members, and representatives of education-ori-
ented organizations (e.g., principals, NAACP, community col-
leges).

The research and development team, consisting of agency
staff and university consultants, conducted periodic, day-long
meetings with small groups of representatives of these groups
over a two-year period. Selected because of their extensive
knowledge of the education system and their high stake in its
outcome, these groups guided numerous choices affecting the
program components. Stakeholder group participants viewed
the overall process and their contribution very positively and
appeared to be positive about the program, even though they
stand to be evaluated by it (Henry, Dickey, and Areson, 1991).
For a description of the assessment of stakeholder group
involvement, see the grey box on this page below.

Establishing Objectives

The first step in developing performance monitoring sys-
tems was establishing the objectives that will provide a frame-
work for the system. Developing objectives for education is
quite difficult because of the myriad societal and individual
aspirations that are held for education. Student acquisition of
basic skills, values and ethics, socialization, successful perfor-
mance in the workplace, reduction of welfare rolls, individual
self-esteem, proficiency in problem solving and appreciation
of the fine arts are among the many goals espoused for educa-
tion. The objectives selected must be meaningful and impor-
tant to those who will use the performance data.

The developmental process began with presenting the 14
goals for public education in Virginia that had been estab-
lished by the Board of Education. In addition, 3 of the criteria
for designing indicator systems listed by the State
Accountability Study Group were relevant to establishing
objectives: (1) Measure the essential features of schooling, (2)
measure what is actually being taught or considered important
for students to know, and (3) focus on the school site (Office
of Educational Research and Improvement, 1988b, p. 7). The
objectives are a loose and somewhat pragmatic framework for

some of the most important objectives of Virginia’s public
education system (Table 4).

Three objectives dealt with the endpoints of schooling:
graduation, preparation for college, and preparation for work.
Each of these objectives encompass all students in the school
district to avoid the imposition of labeling students as either
college bound or vocational. Collectively, these three objec-
tives promote the recognition that all students should be pre-
pared to successfully undertake further education and to suc-
cessfully enter the work force. Also, each of these objectives
contains leading indicators that relate to the achievement of
the objective but are observable early in the educational pro-
cess (i.e., elementary school).

Another three objectives recognized the three dominant
levels of schooling: elementary, middle, and secondary. Too
often, indicators have concentrated on secondary school stu-
dents and the earlier years have been underrepresented.
These three objectives are needed to support the process of
setting objectives at the school site for all students. Also, they
allow for early diagnosis of problems, rather than waiting until
the end of the 13-year educational pipeline.

The remaining objective focused the need for information
concerning a group of students whose unique characteristics
may cause them to be overlooked in the other objectives —
students with a handicapping condition. Often these students
do not participate in standardized tests under standard condi-
tions and their results are not reported. Even when they are
included in indicators such as drop-out rates, their impact is
diffused because of their small numbers.

The established objectives to be monitored by the educa-
tion indicator system were comprehensive in that they includ-
ed the three most readily agreed upon outcomes of the public
education system (i.e., graduation, employment, higher educa-
tion), and they allowed focus on each of the three levels of
schooling. They were also general in nature, which will allow
for the inclusion of new and better indicators as the research
and development process advances. For example, the Board
of Education is currently developing a list of competencies for
each student. When the instruments to measure these compe-

Assessment of Stakebholder Satisfaction

ment in the process; the responsrve’““

port, and unpacn on all aspects of th system and

Results: Stakehclder group representatxves vie
opment of the system less hy
mitment to the system and
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tencies are developed, they can be readily incorporated into
the existing structure.

Stakeholders viewed the process of establishing objectives
as one that they had a great influence over. The opinions of
teachers are interesting. In this case and all others, the teach-
ers viewed their participation more positively than the other
three groups. In reversing the top-down approach of perfor-
mance monitoring, the expected aversion of the teachers to
the system was avoided.

Selecting Measures

Decisions about the performance indicators to be used
require a delicate balancing act. On the one hand, more indi-
cators will provide a comprehensive view of program perfor-
mance and more data that can be utilized for program
improvement. On the other, the costs of the system and the
accuracy of the data may be questionable when too many indi-
cators are selected. Poister sets the goal succinctly, “the (per-
formance monitoring system) must be geared to the selective
acquisition of ‘good’ data with maximum potential for mean-
ingful utilization” (1983, p. 12). The first decision concerning
indicators was to limit them to measures of student perfor-
mance, achievement, or accomplishment. Because at the cur-
rent stage of program development, limited information exists
about the input or process variables that affect educational per-
formance, resources were concentrated on outcomes.

The selection process began with a comprehensive list of
possible outcome indicators. Literature, other states’ lists,
existing reports, and original ideas from the stakeholder group
meetings were used. Fach indicator was evaluated using the
following series of seven criteria (McMillan & Henry, 1991):

& Provides a meaningful measure of the attainment of the
seven objectives

+ Encourages positive educational practices

+ Avoids overuse of test scores

# Provides “leading indicators” that identify negative out-
comes later in the educational process

o Identifies effective educational practices

o Provides technically valid and reliable data

& Minimizes data collection burden

Often educational indicator systems rely almost exclusively
on standardized test scores. However, test scores provide a

limited perspective on student accomplishments and may
cause other valued aspects of performance to be ignored
(Shepard, 1989; Oakes, 1989). The stakeholders indicated a
high degree of efficacy and satisfaction with their influence on
the selection of measures. Through the pilot data collection,
more issues concerning the last three criteria on the list were
uncovered.

Piloting the Collection
of Selected Measures

Originally, 63 performance indicators were to be field test-
ed for the 1989-90 school year. Three indicators were
dropped because of data collection problems. Field testing
showed that an additional 11 indicators were unreliable. For
example, counting the number of students involved in cocur-
ricular activities contained duplicate counts in many school
districts, resulting in rates of participation over 100 percent.

Public review of the indicators produced a useful distinc-
tion between indicators. Twelve indicators were felt to yield
meaningful results, but using them for accountability might
encourage questionable educational practices (violation of the
fifth criterion). For example, knowing the rate of student par-
ticipation in algebra provides information about whether the
students are on track for more advanced mathematics in high
school. However, if students are pressed to take algebra
before they are prepared, their participation may have a nega-
tive impact on them. Therefore, these 12 indicators were clas-
sified as “for reporting only” and will not be used for account-
ability.

The field testing has resulted in obtaining 50 indicators, 38
for accountability and 12 for reporting only. The 50 indicators
are shown by objective in Table 5.

Alternative Measures of
Socio-Economic Status

One received truth in education is that the socio-economic
status (SES) of the family influences student outcomes and that

Table 4
Objectives for Education System
Objective Definition

1. Preparing students for college

secondary education.
2. Preparing students for work

Indicating student knowledge and skills that lead to admission and successful performance in post-

Indicating student knowledge and skills needed in the workplace following high school graduation

or post-secondary education that result in successful performance in occupations and professions.

3. Increasing the graduation rate

school.

4. Increasing special education students’
living skills and opportunities

5. Educating elementary school students

Indicating student knowledge, skills, and experiences that result in successful completion of high

Indicating special education students’ knowledge, skills, and experiences that lead to the develop-
ment of academic, vocational, and social competencies.
Indicating student knowledge, skills, and experiences in grades K-5 that lead to the development

of academic competencies and the ability to successfully perform in middle school.

6. Educating middle school students

Indicating student knowledge, skills, and experiences in grades 6-8 that lead to the development

of academic competencies and the ability to successfully perform in secondary school.

7. Educating secondary school students

Indicating student knowledge, skills, and experiences in grades 9-12 that lead to the development

of academic competencies and result in graduation and successful performance in college and in

the workplace.

Implementing Performance Monitoring: A Research and Development Approach
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schooling variables have less impact than socio-economic vari-
ables. Because not all school districts have students from sim-
ilar socio-economic backgrounds, comparing outcomes with-
out taking parental education, income, and occupational status
into account is perceived to be unfair.  Yet, constructing a
variable and collecting data that summarizes the levels of edu-

cation, occupation, and income in a school or school district is
difficult.

The most readily available measure of SES is the percent-
age of students that are eligible for free or reduced-price
lunches. This measure has been used as a proxy for SES in
other states. However, this measure, because it is based on
student self-selection has never had the confidence of educa-
tors. Specifically, they have feared that secondary school stu-
dents would disproportionately avoid the stigma of applying
for the program and, therefore, bias the measure. To test the
bias of the percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-
price lunch as a measure of socio-economic status, a research
project was designed and carried out (see the grey box on this
page below). Based on the results of the study, eligibility for
free or reduced-price lunch is a satisfactory measure of socio-
economic status for use in developing fair comparisons of
educational outcomes. However, the eligibility variable is a
better measure of income than education.

A Benchmarking Method for
Comparing Program Performance

The most controversial component of the educational per-
formance monitoring system has been the method used to
make performance comparisons or set criteria for perfor-
mance. Indicators provide data on the “health” of some

Heasuring Socio-economic

208

aspects of the educational system. Without a reference point,
it is impossible to interpret the system’s condition. For exam-
ple, it is difficult to know if a 9.0 percent drop-out rate is good
or bad without a frame of reference. Reference points can be
derived in three ways: absolute standards, comparisons with
other units, and comparisons with past performance (i.e.,
improvement) (Oakes, 1986).

To be accepted and used, a standard must be considered
fair. Therefore, a commitment was made to the development
of comparisons that would take characteristics of the students
and school districts that may affect educational outcomes, but
are beyond the control of the school districts, into account.
These comparisons with other units are to be combined with
comparisons of each district’s current performance to its past
performance as additional years of data are collected.

Two methods are commonly used to adjust outcome mea-
sures for student and school district characteristics: comparing
outcomes to those of similar districts and comparing outcomes
to predicted outcomes, controlling for the characteristics.
Nine states use one of these methods for developing compar-
isons (Salganik, 1990). The methods used to compare school
districts with similar school districts have several principle dis-
advantages. First, those that group or cluster districts into
fixed groups may label the districts and cause a negative per-
ception of districts with students that are poor and parents that
are less educated. In addition, the arbitrary cut-off points for
dividing the clusters may result in two similar districts being
placed in different groups. Finally, for the methods that
require the prediction of outcomes, the choice of which equa-
tions to use and the accuracy of the prediction can affect the
reference points being used for any district.

While the results using either of these two methods are
very close (Salganik, 1990), the stakeholder groups were very

Stalus at the School Lervel

Public Administration Review « May/June 1993, Vol. 53, No. 3

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



concerned with the implications and potential problems of
both. A benchmarking strategy was developed that used each
of the 133 operating school districts as a “seed” district and
selected the 14 most similar districts based on eight back-
ground variables (Henry, McTaggart, and McMillan, 1992).
This procedure yields a unique comparison group for each
district. Performance of each district is described as “above
expectations” when the divisions performance is above the
75th percentile, “within expectations” when performance is
within the 25th to 75th percentile, and “below expectations”
when below the 25th percentile. The empirical test of the
approach is presented in the grey box on page 210.

Reporting Educational Performance

Reporting performance data is a vital, yet often minimally
investigated part of developing a performance monitoring sys-
tem. School personnel must correctly interpret the data if it is
to be used. The press, parents, and the public must find the
data accessible to be useful for public accountability. Few if
any studies have been carried out in a systematic fashion to
explore the accuracy, speed and comfort with reporting for-
mats. A few studies do exist concerning accuracy and speed
of perception with graphics (Simkin and Hastie, 1987; Stock
and Behrens, 1991). Tukey (1988), a pioneer in graphical anal-
ysis, has indicated the need for more applications and experi-
ments. Reports used to date have been developed relying
solely on anecdotal information about report formats, common

sense, and the limitations of computer hardware and software.

To learn more about accuracy and preferences for graphi-
cal and table data displays, an experiment was designed and
carried out (Henry et al. 1991). The results are summarized in
the grey box on page 211. For multivariate displays, graphical
displays were not as accurately used as tables. However,
some design changes in the graphics may have made them
comparable. For more dense data, univariate displays, graphs,
and tables performed similarly, thus giving the analyst an
option. The multivariate display was modified significantly
and ultimately the table was included as a supplement to the
graphical display.

Summary

Performance monitoring is 2 natural response to public
interest in greater accountability for programs funded by tax
dollars and on which society depends for improving the gen-
eral welfare. Education is one program area where significant
public concern has caused the development of performance
monitoring systems.

Organizations that are developing a performance monitor-
ing system must make many choices in order to implement
the system. These choices can impact the viability and utiliza-
tion of the system over the long haul. The choices can be
made through a research and development approach to test
various alternatives and base decisions on empirical data to

Table 5
50 Educational Performance Indicators by Objective

Preparing Preparing Increasing the  IncreasingSpecial Educating Educating Middle Educating
Students for Students for Graduation Rate  Ed. Sdents’ Living Elementary School Students  Secondary
College Work Skills and Opp. School Students School Students
Receiving the Occupationally Literacy passport  Attendance Above median 4th Attendance Upper quartile
agivanced studies  prepared gradu- first time pass rate Dropout rate grade test scores Taking foreign 11th grade test
diploma ates Dropout rate - Attendance language* scores
Minos de . . Receiving regular

ority 53: nts Bl?islllc reading Minority dropout  or advanced stud- Literacy passport ~ Minority taking ~ Above median
;(z;/eal:?cl:sgsmgies SKES acquisition  papes ies diploma first time pass rate foreign language*  11th grade test
diploma* Basic math skills  pgendance Literacy passport ~ Over age students Taking Algebra* ~ SCOreS
Taking the SAT acquisition Above 25th per-  first time pass rate  in 4th grade Minority taking ~ Attendance
SAT scores gmp'lete(d)rkey-' centile 4th grade ~ Work experience  Over age minority  Algebra* Dropout rate
Taking forei 8 Or YPIN8 test scores Co-curricular studex.lts in 4th Upper quartile 8th  Minority dropout
laZgufgeor(eSlt%n Above 25th per-  involvement* grade grade test scores  rate*
graders)* centile 8th grade Physical fitness Above median 8th  Physical fitness
Taking Algebra test scores pass rate grade test scores  pass rate.
(8th graders)” Over age students Physical fitness

g in 4th grade pass rate
Taking advanced Over age students
placement-college in 8th grade
level courses
Advanced Placement
Test scores*
Upper-quartile
11th grade test
scores
Upper quartile 8th

grade test scores
Remedial courses
College GPA

* Indicated for reporting only
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the extent possible. This approach seems to be an obvious
one to use for establishing a new program, just as it is obvious
in establishing a new product in industry. Yet, it is tremen-
dously difficult to carry out in the public sector.

External groups, especially business interests, want to see
an immediate bottom line. Administrators want to know pre-
cisely what they are expected to do and for what they are to
be held accountable. Traditional bureaucratic culture Gi.e.,
aversion to risk, premium on stability, short-term outlooks)
runs counter to the environment needed to foster R&D, mak-
ing it difficult to utilize for institutionalization.

The research and development approach requires commit-
ment, patience, and openness to ideas and change, attributes
that may require significant organizational change and addi-
tional resources. For example, in its recent report, the
National Panel on Education Indicators recommended that the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) take the lead in
developing a national indicator and reporting system, includ-
ing shaping analytic and policy use of indicator information.
However, the panel recommended that NCES shed its tradi-
tional roles and receive funding similar to any private sector
R&D effort (Morgan, 1991, pp. 46-57).

The R&D approach offers the opportunity to test alterna-
tives and develop a program in a way that may improve the

210
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chances for success—in this case, utilization of the results to
improve education. The R&D approach resulted in choices
that would not necessarily have been made in the develop-
ment of performance monitoring, such as the use of bench-
mark groups, and eliminated errors that would have been
made in using some unreliable indicators and less than opti-
mal report displays. It is an approach that can offer advan-
tages for implementing other performance monitoring systems
and for other public programs.

Final Note

As a final note, our experiences in using the R&D approach
sheds some considerable light on risk-taking in the public sec-
tor. Performance monitoring is a risk. Results may indicate
that desirable outcomes are not being produced. Risk is exac-
erbated by stating upfront that research must be used to
develop the system. This approach, honest though it may be,
is an affront to the “expertise” approach to program imple-
mentation. Quite simply, administrators and public officials
must constantly expect and manage change, look at the data,
and be willing to withhold judgments until the research is
completed.
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Many administrators and educators were clearly uncomfort-
able with the R&D approach because we openly acknowl-
edged uncertainty and insufficient expertise to anticipate all
potential problems and fully implement the system. Too
often, administrators and elected officials feel pressured to
pose the solution to a complex problem. The need to gain
public confidence and legislative appropriations are factors
that weigh against acknowledging uncertainty. Would the
appropriations committee look favorably on an approach that
needs to be tested and potentially, altered?

These circumstances can create a certainty trap. Claiming
certainty of results on the basis of expertise and experience
supports the process of program initiation and appropriation.
However, it makes evaluation and improvement a risky busi-
ness. The trap discourages performance monitoring and mak-
ing changes that may improve the program’s impact on those
it was designed to serve. Acknowledging uncertainty and
using the R&D approach places the risk on the front-end of
the program initiation process—can we get it funded? Risk is
inherent in the political-administrative environment in which
public programs operate. Shouldering the risk in the initiation

Implementing Performance Monitoring: A Research and Development Approach

cent was: obtamcd

»uon a3 each of the two gmphlcal chsplays
perfomlance could be made and thelr prefer—-

and development phases and using the R&D approach holds
the distinct possibility of benefits in program outcomes. More
empirical evidence using the R&D approach is needed to test
the approach.
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