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Agenda 

• Background 

• GEAR UP framework re: evaluation 

• Evaluation design 

• Levels of evidence 

• Experiments/randomized controlled trials 

• Experimental design in GEAR UP/education 

• Your program 

• Ideas / thoughts / suggestions 

• References 



Background 

• Interest within the GEAR UP community to 
increase evidence of effectiveness 

• Recent ED recognition of randomized 
controlled trials (RCTs) 

• Presentation at NCCEP’s 2014 Capacity 
Building Workshop by Marsha Silverberg from 
the Institute of Education Sciences 

• FY14 GEAR UP grant competition  

– Strong Theory 

– Evidence of Promise 

 



GEAR UP Framework 

GEAR UP features impacting evaluation design 

 
Structures 

• Cohort 

• Priority 

Mandates 

• Serve population 

• Specified required 
and permissible 
services 

• Collect data/ 
evaluate 

Logistics 

• Time/timing 

• Budget 



Evaluation Design 
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Evaluation Design 
Evaluation approaches 

Longitudinal 
change 

Compare 
aggregate 

data 
Compare 

student-level 
data 

Qualitative 
methods 

Quasi-
experimental 

Experimental 

Comparison 
groups 



EDGAR Levels of Evidence 
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Evidence 
Category 

STRONG              
THEORY 

EVIDENCE OF 
PROMISE 

MODERATE EVIDENCE OF 
EFFECTIVENESS 

STRONG EVIDENCE OF        
EFFECTIVENESS 

      Option 1 Option 2 Option 1 Option 2 

Number of  
Studies 

n/a 
(logic model only)  At least one  At least one  At least one At least two 

Study Findings           
on a Relevant 
Outcome 

  

Statistically  
significant or 
substantively 

important  positive 
association 

  Statistically significant 
positive impact with no 

unfavorable and overriding 
impacts 

Statistically significant positive 
impact with no unfavorable 

and overriding impacts 

What Works 
Clearinghouse 
Standards 

    
Meets without 

reservations 
(RCT) 

Meets with 
reservations  
(RCT or QED) 

 Meets 

without 
reservations 

(RCT) 

Meets with 
reservations  
(RCT or QED) 

Study Sample 
Size 

     Large sample Large sample 

Number of 
Study Sites 

     Multi-site 

sample 
Multi-site sample 

Similarity of 
Population 

    
Overlaps with proposed 
populations or settings 

Overlaps with proposed 
populations and settings 

RCT = Randomized Controlled Trial; QED = Quasi-Experimental Design 



Characteristics of Randomized 
Controlled Trials 

• Treatment group receives intervention 

• Control group provides counterfactual 
(alternate reality of treatment group) 

Random 
Assignment 

• ‘Blind’ or ‘double-blind’ conditions 

• Attempt to ensure knowledge of group 
does not impact results 

Awareness of 
Group 

Assignments 



Randomized Control Trial Process 



Randomized Control Trials 

Benefits 

No systematic bias 

Determine presence of 
effect 

Implies causation 

Challenges 

Attrition 

Time/cost 

Fidelity to plan 

Ethics/IRB 



Causal Research 

• Random assignment 

• Standardized treatment 

• Compliance with treatment 

• No contamination 

GEAR UP in Practice 

• Non-random assignment 

• Non-standardized treatment 

• Non-compliance 

• Contamination 

Causal Research and GEAR UP 



Inherent Challenges for GEAR UP 

• GEAR UP flexibility at the local level as long as required 
and permissible services are provided.  

• Can we find “evidence” within GEAR UP programs by 
conducting experimental studies on strategic 
interventions, i.e., well defined and carried out 
interventions?  

• While we can’t find “evidence” for the entire GEAR UP 
program through experimental designs/RCTs, we can 
study components of the program.  

• This could be with a sample of your GEAR UP students.  

• Then we can scale that up.  

 



Designing a GEAR UP RCT 

• What will you 
measure?  

• When will you 
measure it? 

• Will participants 
receive planned 
services? 

• Will data be 
available? 

• Randomly assign 

• Level of analysis 

• Control group 
placebo? 

• Decide which 
service or 
intervention to 
study 

Intervention Participants 

Outcomes Troubleshoot 



Voices of Experience 

• Prerequisite for RCT study 

• Random assignment 

– Students 

– Classrooms 

– Schools 

• Logistical challenges 

– Adherence to selection method 

– Attrition 

– Baseline data/baseline equivalence 

• Budgeting factors 

• Sharing results 
14 



Voices of Experience 

• Institutional Review Board/                      
ethical considerations 

• Potential partnerships 

– University research 

– Graduate students 
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Can we? Must we? 



Should we? 
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If so, how can we better 
communicate with stakeholders?  



Exercise 
Brainstorm an RCT for your program 

 

Intervention 

• How 
administered? 

• Will control group 
receive placebo? 

• Will control group 
receive later? 

Participants 

• Who is the 
subject pool? 

• How will you 
assign? 

• How many? 

Outcomes 

• What will you 
measure? 

• How measure? 

• When measure? 

Troubleshoot 

• Potential for 
spillover? 

• Non-equivalent 
attrition? 

• Randomly 
assigned, but not 
equal at baseline? 



Ideas, Thoughts, Suggestions 

• Embedded study 

• Measure only intended outcomes 

• Pilot study 

• Staggered roll-out or scale up 

• Short-term intervention/measurement 
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