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Selected Related Evaluations at ICF

• ED “What Works” Clearinghouse and Regional Lab 
Network

• DOJ Assessment of "Return on Evaluation 
Expectations"

• National Evaluation of Communities In Schools (CIS) 
Programs

*
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Key Evaluation Challenges/Solutions

• Evaluation as a tool for (non-punitive) collaborative 
learning

• Building evaluation readiness (e.g., clear logic model, 
maturity of the intervention, measurement)

• Successful pathways to rigorous designs
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Overview of Communities In Schools

• CIS brings community resources into schools to 
address children's unmet needs in order to help young 
people stay in school and prepare for life 

• 2,500 sites in 27 states operating 2,500 different 
programs serving 2M young people (if you have seen 
one CIS program, you have seen one CIS program)

• 5-year national evaluation, primarily funded by Atlantic 
Philanthropies
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Base Level
secondary data analyses of existing data

Mid Level
quasi-experimental study

Top Level
experimental

study

CIS Evaluation Design

Simplified Model of the CIS National Evaluation Design

Fewer Sites More Rigor

“Messy” Programs need “Messy” Evaluations!
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CIS Lessons Learned: Collaborative Learning

• Advisory Committee and Implementation Task Force 
of evaluators and program leaders

• Capacity building comes first

• Sharing and learning from natural variation

• Building best practice models
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CIS Lessons Learned:  Evaluation Readiness

• Be clear about outcomes and theory of change

• Build and test measurement tools based on the logic 
model

• Match designs to implementation 

• Choose mature sites for more rigorous designs
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CIS Lessons Learned: Achieving Rigor

• Natural Variation studies

– Categorize interventions and test links to outcomes

– Prepares everyone for more rigorous testing

• Quasi-experimental designs

– Different programs/jurisdictions speak different languages

– Interview and pilot test to align survey questions and data to 
ensure comparability



icfi.com9

CIS Lessons Learned: Achieving Rigor

• Randomized Controlled Trials

– Engage early

– Find sites with a wait list (i.e., excess need)

– Promise principals: (1) students will not be taken out of class,
and (2) no extra burden on the principal or their staff

– Sell the fundraising benefits of RCTs

– Allow staff to conduct the randomization with researchers 
verifying (e.g., randomization by students’ birth dates is ideal)

– Once randomization takes place, don’t mess with it

– Monitor and adjust to avoid differential attrition between 
treatment and control groups 


