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A Brief History of Evaluation in the United States 
(Excerpts drawn directly from sources, with minor editing) 

 
1933: The Eight-Year Study 

The Eight-Year Study (also known as the Thirty-School Study) was an experimental 
project conducted between 1930 to 1942 by the Progressive Education Association (PEA), in 
which thirty high schools redesigned their curriculum while initiating innovative practices in 
student testing, program assessment, student guidance, curriculum design, and staff 
development.  These modifications in curriculum were intended to serve youth more effectively, 
in part by meeting the needs of the student majority who did not attend college after graduating 
secondary school.  The Eight-Year Study examined both students who had learned from 
traditional curriculum and those who learned from progressive curriculum and confirmed that 
schools could experiment with the curriculum while attending to the needs of all students, and 
in so doing, those college-bound graduates would not be ill-prepared.1 

1950s: The Launch of Sputnik 

The launching of Sputnik by the Soviet Union highlighted not only the fact that the 
Soviet Union had beaten the United States into space, but also made clear that the Soviets 
possessed rocket technology strong enough to launch nuclear bombs at the United States.  The 
United States then responded to this security threat by targeting the improvement of math and 
science education.2   President Eisenhower stressed the importance of education to national 
security, and American leaders rushed to bolster the nation's science, math and foreign language 
instruction, funding university research and development projects, providing scholarships and 
otherwise encouraging young people to enter technological careers. This was done largely 
through the National Defense Education Act of 1958, which was in many ways the forerunner of 
general federal aid to education.3   These changes stimulated instructional and curricular 
experimentation with the purpose of enhancing academic rigor in math, science and 
engineering, and evaluations were funded to assess the new curricula. 

1960s: The War on Poverty 

In his January 1964 State of the Union address, President Lyndon B. Johnson declared a 
“War on Poverty”; in August of that same year the Economic Opportunity Act was signed. This 
legislation was created by the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) to design and oversee the 
plethora of programs that ultimately became the agents of that “war.” Numerous other programs 
were also developed and enacted as part of the War on Poverty, Great Society effort.  The origin 
of the War on Poverty can be traced to a memorandum prepared in May 1963 by Walter Heller 
for President John F. Kennedy. In his memo, Heller demonstrated that the decline in the 
number of families who were poor (defined as income below $3,000) slowed from an annual 
average reduction of 1.0 percent during 1945 to 1955 to 0.4 percent between 1956 and 1960. He 
argued that even with full employment, important groups (e.g., the aged, the disabled, and 
female-headed families) would remain poor by this standard. President Kennedy followed the 
memo by instructing staff at the primary executive agencies to make the case for a major effort 
against poverty.4,5  Evaluation studies were initiated to assess how effectively War on Poverty 



4https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4822720/ 
5https://www.irp.wisc.edu/publications/focus/pdfs/foc13b.pdf 
6https://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/programs/education/elementary-and-secondary-education-act-of-1965/ 
7Paul, C. A. (2016). Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. Social Welfare History 
Project. Retrieved from http://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/programs/education/elementary-and-secondary-
education-act-of-1965/ 
8 Hogan, R. L., (2007).  The historical development of program evaluation: exploring the past and present, Online 
Journal of Workforce Education and Development, 2(4).  Retrieved from 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/ee2f/dbbe116a30ab7a79b19e1033a7cab434feec.pdf 
9Julnes, G., & Rog, D. (2007). Current federal policies and controversies over methodology in evaluation. New 
Directions for Evaluation, 2007(113), 1-12. doi:10.1002/ev.212 

programs were conquering poverty, and by the 1970s, it was common for these evaluations to 
measure the effects of policy in cost-benefit terms, a method later considered overly stringent. 

1965: Passing of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was a cornerstone of President Lyndon B. 
Johnson’s “War on Poverty”. This law brought education into the forefront of the national 
assault on poverty and represented a landmark commitment to equal access to quality 
education. ESEA is an extensive statute that funds primary and secondary education, 
emphasizing high standards and accountability.  As mandated in the act, funds are authorized 
for professional development, instructional materials, resources to support educational 
programs, and the promotion of parental involvement.6   

Senator Robert Kennedy sponsored the Act because he wanted to authenticate that federal 
money was not going to support schools’ exhausted practices, but rather would help 
disadvantaged students in new ways. Title IV of the ESEA allocated $100 million over a five year 
period to fund educational research and training, and educators were expected to evaluate their 
work.7 

1970s: Evaluation becomes commonplace, more a priori, large-scale studies are 
implemented, and the paradigm wars begin 

During the 1970’s, evaluation emerged as a profession.  A number of journals including 
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, Studies in Educational Evaluation, CEDR 
Quarterly, Evaluation Review, New Directions for Program Evaluation, Evaluation and 
Program Planning, and Evaluation News were published.  Further, universities began to 
recognize the importance of evaluation by offering courses in evaluation methodology.  Among 
them were the University of Illinois, Stanford University, Boston College, UCLA, University of 
Minnesota, and Western Michigan University.8  The paradigm wars consisted of conflict 
between those promoting quantitative and qualitative methods in the evaluation community.9  

1981-1989: The Reagan Administration 

In the early 1980’s, evaluation struggled under the Reagan administration.  Cutbacks in funding 
for evaluation took place and emphasis on cost cutting arose.  According to Weiss, funding for 
new social initiatives were drastically cut.8   

1985: The American Evaluation Association is established 

In 1985, two professional societies that had been founded in 1976, Evaluation Research Society 
and Evaluation Network, merged to form the American Evaluation Association, with about 
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3,000 members and annual meetings attended by 500-1,000 people…[and] the field developed 
standards for practice that imply minimal levels of competence for evaluators.10 

1993-2001: The Clinton Administration 

By the early 1990’s, evaluation had rebounded with the economy.  The field expanded and 
became more integrated.  Professional associations were developed along with evaluation 
standards.  In addition, the Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation 
developed criteria for personnel evaluation.8 The paradigm wars were temporarily settled with 
the embrace of mixed methods. 

1980s-2000s: Shift in emphasis from Federal to State and Local Governments 

In his winning campaign of 1980, Ronald Reagan claimed that the federal government, in its 
attempts to improve society, was actually eroding individual freedoms. Then in 1994, when 
Republicans took control of both houses of Congress, the leaders of the "devolution revolution" 
attempted to return many functions to the states.  Evaluation funding and studies followed the 
trend of emphasizing assessment of State and Local government programs rather than Federal.11 

2001: No Child Left Behind Act is passed 

The No Child Left Behind law, the 2002 update of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 
passed Congress in 2001 and was signed into law by President George W. Bush on Jan. 8, 2002. 
The NCLB law, which grew out of concern that the American education system was no longer 
internationally competitive, significantly increased the federal role in holding schools 
responsible for the academic progress of all students.  It also put a special focus on ensuring that 
states and schools would boost the performance of certain groups of students, such as English-
language learners, students in special education, and low-income children and children of color, 
whose achievement, on average, trailed their advantaged peers. States did not have to comply 
with the new requirements, but if they didn’t, they risked losing federal Title I money. 

Under the NCLB law, states were required to test students in reading and math in grades three 
through eight, and once in high school, and report the results for the entire student population 
and for each student sub-group targeted by the policy.  States were required to bring all students 
to the “proficient level” on state tests by the 2013-14 school year, although each state was 
allowed to define their own evaluation standards and methods.12 

2009: The Office of Management and Budget Releases the Memo on Transparency 
and Open Government 

In the Memorandum on Transparency and Open Government, issued on January 21, 2009, 
President Barack Obama directed the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) to issue an 
Open Government Directive, emphasizing the importance of disclosing information that “the 
public can readily find and use.”  Responding to that instruction, on December 8th, 2009, OMB 
issued the Open Government Directive, which instructed executive departments and agencies to 
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take specific actions to implement the principles of transparency, participation, and 
collaboration, as set forth in the President’s Memorandum. This Directive was informed by 
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recommendations from the Federal Chief Technology Officer, who solicited public comment 
through the White House Open Government Initiative.  The Directive set deadlines for both 
short-term actions to achieve immediate results and long-term goals to institutionalize the 
principles of openness in Federal agencies.  

The Open Government Directive, which detailed transparency as a cornerstone of an open 
government, suggested that full and easy access to information on government spending would 
promote accountability by allowing detailed tracking and analysis of the deployment of 
government resources.  Such tracking and analysis allow both the public and public officials to 
gauge the effectiveness of expenditures and to modify spending patterns as necessary to achieve 
the best possible results. After the Directive was issued, the Office of Management and Budget 
established ongoing tracking and evaluation procedures for the assessment of government 
spending. 

 


