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Critical Ÿ important Ÿ transforming large-scaIe 
educational assessment into effective policy research are 
examined. These include a developmental orientation to time- 
ordered data, empirically-grounded construct interpretations 
of measures and relationships, speculative inquiry into the 
tole oŸ diverse contributing Ÿ and appraisal oŸ alterna- 
tire perspectives on both the questions and the findings. 

In  h is classic 1951 volume on The Policy Sciences edited with Daniel Lerner, 
Harold LassweU main ta ined  that in a policy or ientat ion it  is ~essential to cultivate 
the practice of th inking of the past  and the future  as parts  of one context, and 
to make use of 'developmental  constructs '  as tools for exploring the flow of 
events in time,, (p. 4). Thus, in policy research it is not  sufficient .simply to 
document  the direction of change, which often may only signal the presence 
of a problem while offering little guidance for  problem solution. One mus t  also 
conceptualize and empirical ly evaluate the na tu re  of the change and its contribut-  
ing factors a s a  guide for rat ional  decision making. Otherw~se we have no 
research basis for inferr ing how to p r o t e c t o r  enhance posi t ive  change, to 
forestall or  reverse negative change, or to init iate appropriate  change in the face 
of shi'fting circumstances or al tered conditions. 

From this developmental  perspective, ir is impor tant  to recognize that not 
only is policy research inherent ly anticipatory or predictive, but  that  in many 
instances its concrete forecasts are contingent  upon variable and uncontroUed 
conditions. This makes the need for general developmental  constructs  even 
more impor tant  to provide a theoretical underp inn ing  for whatever consistencies, 
trends, and interactions are observed. These conting.ent or context-dependent 
concrete predictions of policy research are in contradis t inct ion to the abstract  
predictions of much basic science where the caveat of ~,all other factors being 
equab~ is an indispensable qualification. In  policy research, as in most  applied 
science, ir implicat ions for action are to be drawn from the findings, one must  
appraise the likelihood that  relevant other factors will indeed remain  constant  
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and then empir ica l ly  assess any changes in these fac tors  and thei r  l ikely impac t  
on act ion al ternat ives .  

A s a  consequence, pol icy research  cannot  be cons t ra ined  to the in te rp lay  
of a r e s t r i c t ed  n u m b e r  of focal var iables  in l imi ted  or  special ized contexts .  
According to Merton and Lerner  in the s ame  1951 volume, such research  , ,must 
include some speculat ive  inquiry  into the  role of diverse fac tors  which can 
only be roughly  assessed,  not  met iculous ly  studied~~ (Merton & Lerner,  1951, p. 304). 
Fu r the rmore ,  pol icy impl ica t ions  are  the  p roduc t  of bo th  the focal research  and  
the assessment  of cont ingent  condit ions o r  context  effects,  bu t  these l a t t e r  
es t imates  a re  not  of the same o rde r  of l ikel ihood o r  prec is ion  as es t imates  of  
the more  fully s tudied  focal re la t ionships .  

Thu.s, there  is an inevi table  degree of uncer ta in ty  in the  research  impl ica t ions  
for  action, bu t  nowhere  nea r  the uncer ta in ty  o r  r i sk  tha t  ob ta in  if cont ingent  
re la t ionships  and context  effects r ema in  unexamined.  This unce r t a in ty  creates  
a gap be tween  pol icy research  and  pol icy f o r m u l a t i o n - - a  gap tha t  can only be  
fi l led by  in fo rmed  j u d g m e n t  (Merton & Lerner ,  1951). Al though u l t ima te ly  this  
j u d g m e n t  i.s the  p re roga t ive  of the  policy maker ,  i t  should be  in formed  by  the  
empi r i ca l  f indings,  contextual  qual if icat ions,  and  evaluated  impl ica t ions  o r  ac t ion 
a l te rna t ives  of pol icy  research.  Indeed,  aga in  quot ing  Lasswell  (1951), pol icy 
science at  i ts  bes t  appl ies  , ,methods.. .  by  which au thent ic  in format ion  and  
respons ib le  in t e rp re t a t ions  can be in tegra ted  wi th  judgment , ,  (p. 4). 

In  l ight  of this  midcen tu ry  wisdom, if large-scale educa t iona l  assessments  
a r e  to funct ion effect ively as pol icy  r e s e a r c h - - t h a t  is, to p rovide  empir ical ly-  
g rounded  in t e rp re t a t ions  o r  unders tand ings  to  in fo rm pol icy judgmen t s  - -  a n u m b e r  
of key fea tures  mus t  be  exhibi ted.  Central  among  these are, f irst ,  the  capac i ty  
to  provide  da ta  of  measures  tha t  a te  commensu rab l e  across  t ime per iods  and 
popula t ion  groups,  so tha t  t r ends  and group differences  can be  meaningful ly  
examined;  second, the  capac i ty  to provide  cor re la t iona l  evidence to sus ta in  
cons t ruc t  in te rpre ta t ions ;  and,  third ,  provis ion fo r  measur ing  diverse  ba c kg round  
and p r o g r a m  factors  to i l lumina te  context  effects and  t r ea tmen t  o r  p r o c e s s  
differences.  

Thus, in r egard  to key character is t ics ,  pol icy rescarch  does not  differ  in 
k ind  f rom social  sci,ence research  more  generaUy, bu t  r a the r  in the s t ress  
appl ied  to conjo in t  p roper t i e s  exhib i ted  in concert .  These key jo in t  cha rac t e ¡  
a re  the  comparability of measures  across  t ime  per iods  and popula t ion  groups,  
the  interpretabitity of measures  in t e rms  of in tegra t ive  cons t ruc t s  wi th  predic t ive  
power,  the  generalizability of measures  (or the lack thereof)  across  diverse  
contexts  and  backg round  factors ,  and  the relevance of pe r fo rmance  measures  to 
manipu lab]e  p r o g r a m  and process  var iables  amenable  to pol icy  influence.  This 
l a t t e r  p r o p e r t y  of re levance  toge ther  wi th  a s t rong s t ress  on timeIiness are  
general ly  conceded to  be  the  sine qua  non of pol icy research.  They are  indeed 
necessary  bu t  not  sufficient.  In  the  las t  analysis,  the  value of large-scale educa t iona l  
assessments  for  pol icy making  will  s tand  or  fal l  on the bas is  of more  fundamenta l  
p rope r t i e s  of  comparab i l i ty ,  in te rpre tab i l i ty ,  and  e i ther  genera l izabi l i ty  o r  i ts 
inverse,  documented  context-dependence.  

Let  us next  cons ider  how these key charac te r i s t i cs  were  inco rpora t ed  into  
a redes igned US Nat ional  Assessment  of Educa t iona l  Progress  (NAEP) and ~then 
examine  some of the  mechan i sms  by  which assessment  da t a  can d i rec t ly  and 
ind i rec t ly  inf luence educa t iona l  policy. But  f irst ,  a b l i e f  word  about  NAEP. 
Es tab l i shed  in the  1960s to assess  the  condi t ion  and progress  of educa t ion  in 
the  United States ,  NAEP collected da t a  for  the f i rs t  t ime  in 1969. Since then, over  
a mi l l ion  9-, 13-, and 17-year old s tudents ,  as well  as occasional  samples  of adul t s  
and  17-year olds who were  not  in school, have  been assessed in a var ie ty  of  
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sub jec t -ma t t e r  a reas  sucia as reading,  writ ing,  mathemat ics ,  science, social  s tudies,  
l i te ra ture ,  music,  and  ar t .  The a s s ~ s m e n t  of  readJng, wri t ing,  and  rnath  is 
legislat ively m a n d a t e d  on a f iv~year  cycle. To avoid any Jmpl icat ion of  rmtional  
s tandards ,  curr icula ,  o f  tests ,  ,the or iginal  design for  NAEP cal led ,for ma t r ix  
sampl ing  p rocedures  using discre te  bookle ts  wi th  r epo l t i ng  a t  the exercise- or  
i tem-level only, ,so tha t  no s tudent  answered  more  than  a smal l  set  of i tems and 
no tes t  scores as suc• were  repor ted .  Nat ional  p robab i l i t y  ,samples of  schools 
and  of 9-, 13-, and  17-year old  s tudents  were  d rawn  to pe rmi t  repor t ing  of resul ts  
by  region of the  US and by  demograph ic  groups,  bu t  not by  state ,  city, o r  school 
dis t r ic t .  

The US national assessment as poHcy re s~ r c h  

To improve  the in te rpre tab i l i ty ,  comparabi l i ty ,  t imeliness,  and  pol icy rele- 
vance of the resul ts  and  to  examine  the degree of general izabi l i ty  of  f indings 
across  diverse contexts,  the  new design for  NAEP in t roduces  a n u m b e r  of 
impor t an t  innovat ions  (Messick, Beaton, & Lord, 1983; Messick, 1985). Field 
admin i s t r a t ion  moves f rom ah annual  scbedule assessing one  or  ,two subjec ts  
to a b iennia l  schedule assessing four  subjec t -mat te r  a reas  in  each wave. Reading 
is assessed in every  wave r a t b e r  than  every ,four o r  five years  to  provide  t imely  
repor t ing  of t rends  in a bas ic  a rea  and  to ca l ib ra te  a l t e rna te  cohorts ;  wr i t ing  is 
assessed every o ther  wave (i.e., every ~four years) ,  as  a re  m a t h  and science 
in the  a l t e rna te  waves. In  add i t ion  to  the t rad i f iona l  a s sessmen t  of 9-, 13-, 
and 17-year olds,  sampl ing  is expanded  to pe rmi t  repor t ing  of the  associa ted  
moda l  grades  which, wi th  ref ined defini t ions of  age eligibili ty,  a re  grades  3, 7, 
and  11. The newly aval lable  g rade  resul ts  can be more  readi ly  l inked to school 
pract ices ,  s ta te  and  local assessments ,  and educat ional  policies,  mos t  of  which 
a te  typical ly  ,tied to g rade  level. 

There a te  thus  four  years  intervening be tween  subjec t  assessments ,  age 
levels, and  grade  levels, the reby  in t roducing  a sys temat ic  cohor t  match ing  pro- 
cedure  so that  the  17-year olds in a pa r t i cu la r  assessment  a t e  r  the  same 
b i r th  cohor t  as the  13-year o lds  assessed four  years  eaf l ie r  and  the 9-year olds 
assessed eight  years  ead ie r .  Thus, a l though NAEP does  not  provide  t rad i t iona l  
longi tudinal  da t a  t rack ing  individual  s tudents ,  ir does provide  longi tudinal  da t a  
for  b i r th  cohorts .  Balanced- incomplete  b lock spi ra l l ing of  exercises,  as well  as 
of background  and p r o g r a m  vafi, ables, pe rmi t s  the  es t imat ion  of in te rcor re la t ions  
among al l  var iables ,  ba lanced- incomple te  b lock  spira,lling, as we shall  see, facili- 
ta tes  d imensional  analyses  wi th in  and across  sub jec t  areas;  i tem-response  scal ing 
to improve  comparab i l i t y  of  scale meaning across  ages, populatiorL groups,  
and t ime  per iods;  and,  the examinat ion  and s t ruc tu ra l  analysis  of  var ious  
context  effects  and  pol icy  re levant  corre la tes  of educa t iona l  per formance .  

Given this  b road-brush  summary ,  let us  now consider  the  issues of  inter-  
pre tabi l i ty ,  comparabi l i ty ,  general izabil i ty,  and  relevance in  more  detai l .  

BIB spiralling and the correlational basis … interpretability 

In t e rp re t ab i l i t y  of f indi~gs has  been a chronic  p rob l e m  in NAEP as origina, lly 
implemen ted  because  the  in tended  benefi ts  of exercise-level repor t ing  s imply  
were not  r e a l i z e d - - n a m e l y ,  the  unfulf i l led hope  tha t  the  specific learning out- 
come embodied  ,in a d iscre te  exerc ise  readi ly  conveys i ts  own cr i ter ion-referenced 
s t a n d a r d  and tha t  a d i rec t  l ink can  be  easi ly perceived be tween  the  exerc ise  and  
the educat ional  objec t ives  ir  represents .  Moreover,  the  subsequent  use  of  average 
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percent-correct scoring of composites of exercises appa~ently reflecting common 
objectives merely expanded reliance on assumpt ion  and 3udgment. It  also creates 
problems in the assessment  of group differences or t rends if the composites are 
not  restr icted to i tems common across ages or  assessment  years. What is needed 
is a means of moving from single exercises to meaningful ,  empirically-grounded 
composites or scales for measur ing performance levels. The critical requi rement  
for accomplishing this is to be able to est imate the intercorrelat ions among the 
exercises as well as between exercises and other  variables. The s tandard  matr ix  
sampling procedure  employed in the original NAEP design permit ted  es t imat ion 
of correlations only among the exercises appear ing in  the same adminis t ra t ion  
booklet; in any event, even those correlations were rarely appraised. 

The new NAEP design remedies this deficiency by using a powerful  var iant  
of matr ix  sampling called balanced incomplete block (BIB) spiralling. With this 
procedure, the total  assessment  is divided not  into mutual ly  exclusive booklets 
each requir ing roughly one classroom period of admin is t ra t ion  t ime as in  the 
original  design, but  into blocks of exercises each taking a round 15 minutes  to 
complete. Each s tudent  is adminis tered a booklet conta ining three blocks of 
cognitive exercises as well as a six-minute block of demographic and background 
quest ions common to all students.  The balanced incomplete  par t  of the method 
assigns blocks of cognitive exercises to booklets in  such a way that each block 
appears in  the same n u m b e r  of booklets and  each pair of blocks appears in at 
least one booklet. This generates a large n u m b e r  of different booklets. The 
spirall ing par t  of the method then cycles the booklets for adminis t ra t ion,  so 
typically no two s tudents  in any  assessment  ,session in a school, and at most  
only a few s tudents  in schools with mult iple sessions, receive the same booklet. 

With BIB spiralling, correlat ions may be calculated among all exercises 
(wkether in the same booklet  or  dif.ferent booklets) on some subset  of students,  
al though different correlations will be based on different r andom subsamples.  
This permits  es t imat ion  of the complete matr ix  of correlat ions among  exercises 
within a subject  a tea  and the subsequent  mapping of the s t ructure  of achievement  
in that domain.  Since different exercise blocks may derive from different 
subject-mat ter  areas, BIB spirall ing may yield correlations among exercises not  
only wi thin  subject  ,areas bu t  across subject  areas as well. This permits  exami- 
na t ion  of cross-area linkages and the tracing of possible facil i tat ing processes 
f rom one atea to another.  Fur thermore,  in addi t ion to the common block of 
background quest ions taken by all students,  two minutes  of each cognitive block 
are current ly  aHocated to s tudent  experience and  at t i tude items. These la t ter  
quest ions could instead be variously consolidated and replicated in several 
booklets to increase the sample size for relat ing s tudent  background to per- 
formance measures,  thereby increasing the n u m b e r  and precision of subgroup 
relat ionships that  may be effectivelly explored. Thus, since booklets and blocks 
a te  adminis tered to different bu t  r andom subsamples,  BIB spirall ing yields 
correlat ions between educat ional  performance and a host of background,  atti- 
tudinal ,  and program variables. 

Item response theory and the quest [or comparability 

Comparabi l i ty  of f indings has also been a chronic problem in NAEP ever 
since its inception. A key problem is that  the relat ionships between percentage 
correct  and  quant i ta t ive  variables such as those descriptive of background or 
program characterist ics are typically nonlinear.  A s a  consequence, ~nterpreta~ions 
of the meaning  or sources of percentage change, whether  at the level of single 
exercises or composites, are often either mi.sleading or abstru, se. This difficulty 
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m a y  be overcome by employing a s ta t isf ical  scal ing model  such as  i tem-response  
theory  (IR'f)  tha t  t r ans fo rms  percentage  correc t  to  a logit  scale, thus  defining 
la ten t  cont inua (i.e.,  ab i l i ty  o r  pe r fo rmance  d imensions)  that  a re  typical ly  
l inear ly  re la ted  to  o the r  quant i t a t ive  var iables  (Lord, 1980). 

An i m p o r t a n t  ou tcome  of  ~his IRT s c a l i n g - - i . f  the  model  adequa te ly  f i ts  the  
d a t a - - i s  tha t  Ÿ  p a r a m e t e r s  a te  invar iant  across  groups  of examinees,  while a t  
the  same t ime e s t ima te s  of  examinee  prof ic iency levels a r e  invar ian t  across  se ts  of  
i t ems  measur ing  the same ab i l i ty  o r  skill. Thus, IRT analyses  yield a common  
prof ic iency scale on which group pe r fo rmance  may  be  e s t ima ted  a n d  meaningful ly  
c o m p a r e d  for  any  group o r  subgroup,  even though  al l  r e sponden t s  d id  not  t ake  
al l  the  NAEP exercises in a sub jec t  a t ea  (as is the  case wi th  m a t r i x  o r  Ÿ 
sampl ing  in genera l  and  BIB spi ra l l ing  in par t icu lar ) .  Fu r the rmore ,  since many  
of  the same exercises a t e  admin i s t e red  to the  d i f ferent  age levels and  in di f ferent  
assessment  years ,  a common  scale  m a y  be es tabl ished,  ir the  mode l  ~its, across  
age levels as well  as  across  t ime  (Lord, 1980). This enormous ly  s implif ies  the 
measu remen t  and in terp~eta t ion of group di, f ferences and t rends.  

Assessing context and enhartr policy relevance 

An i m p o r t a n t  consequence of BIB spi ra l l ing  is that  NAEP exercises and 
scales may  be co r re l a t ed  wi th  any of the diverse  background  and a t t i tude  i tems 
tha t  a r e  sp i ra l led  into the  s tudent  bookle ts  (or a re  t : k e n  in c o m m o n  by all 
s tudents )  as  well as wi th  teacher,  school, and p r o g r a m  var iables  tha t  a re  t ied to 
the  s tudents  via teacher  and  school quest ionnaires ,  school records,  o r  o ther  means.  
These backg round  and p r o g r a m  var iables  may  also be used  to  genera te  group 
compar isons ,  such as s tudents  4n publ ic  versus  pr iva te  schools  o f  language- 
minor i ty  x~ersus nonlanguage-minor i ty  s tudents .  Given the avai labi l i ty  of o the r  
background  var iables  cha rac t e ¡  the  groups  in quest ion,  such group com- 
par i sons  may  also be conducted  control l ing for  a var ie ty  of demographic ,  home,  
and  school fac tors  by  means  of  regress ion analysis  or  covar iance  techniques.  
Although wi th  l imi ted  i tems pe r  s tudent  IRT es t ima tes  of prof ic iency on  scaled 
pe r fo rmance  d imens ions  a re  not  re l iable  enough fo r  cha rac t e ¡  individual  
s tudents ,  they a t e  suff iciently re l iable  for  compar i sons  at  the group level as  well  
as  for  cor re la t iona l  p u r p o s e s - - w h e r e  in any event  unre l iab i l i ty  can be taken  
into  account.  

The only l imi ta t ion  on the n u m b e r  and nature of potent ia l  context  effects  
and  of educa t iona l  and  pol icy quest ions  tha t  can be addressed  in this  fashion 
is ~et by  the scope of  the  re levan t  background  and  p r o g r a m  var iables  tha t  a r e  
included in the  s tudent ,  teacher ,  and  school ques t ionnai res  o f  are  der ivable  
f rom o the r  sources.  For tuna te ly ,  the  extensiveness of t r e a tmen t  of such policy- 
re la ted  var iables  is  m a r k e d l y  expanded  in the new design. Speci.fically, the  
oppor tun i ty  to el ici t  s tudent  in format ion  bear ing  on policy issues  is  great ly  
ampl i f i ed  by  means  of BIB , s p i r a l l i n g - - a s  an  example ,  351 background  and 
a t t i t ude  i tems were  admin i s t e red  to  the  13-year o lds  in the  1983-84 assessment .  
These s tudent  quest ions  covered demograph ic  charac te r i s t i cs  and home environ- 
ments ;  educa t iona l  background  and cur ren t  pract ices ;  exposure  to courses  and 
computers ;  a se  of  t ime bo th  in and  out  of school; and,  o r ien ta t ion  t oward  school, 
s tudying,  and subjec t  mat te r s .  

The teacher  da t a  der ive f rom a r andom sample  of teachers  of  the assessed 
students. The selected teachers  a re  admin i s t e red  a ques t ionnai re  covering 
background ,  educat ion ,  and  t ra ining;  charac ter i s t ics  of the ins t ruc t iona l  p rog ram;  
and,  teacher  percept ions  of the  ,school and  its cur r icu la  These teacher  charac-  



162 S. MESSICK 

teristics ate associated with each assessed student of a given teacher, thereby 
generating a teacher-linked probability subsample of the total student sample 
selected for assessment. 

In addition to the teacher questionnaire, extensive contextual data also 
derive from a school questionnaire covering characteristics of the principal, 
staff, and student body; of standards, programs, and computers; and, of school 
climate, .fin,ances, and resources. Thus, the new NAEP design affords ample 
opportunity to examine the background and prograrn correlates of student 
educational performance in assorted educational contexts in relation to a variety 
of policy issues. Examination of context effects is especially important since 
context may influence not only the accuracy and meaning of the measures in 
particular educational settings, but also the nature and appropriateness of the 
implications Sor action that may be drawn from them (Messick, 1984b). 

Furthermore, the new NAEP design also includes provision for special probes 
to gather timely information in depth about particular policy issues or particular 
subject areas of immediate interest. Relevance to educational practice is also 
enhanced in the new NAEP plan by affording interested states the opportunity 
to conduct state assessments concurrently with the national assessment, admi- 
nistering some or all of the NAEP exercises in the particuIar wave to state 
samples selected according to NAEP specifications. The states in turn may 
encourage school districts to conduct district assessments in the same manner. 

Mechanisms for influeneing educafional policy 

With these powerful new capabilities incorporated into the NAEP design, 
a diverse array of analyses become possible. For instance, with commensurable 
and interpretable measures of achievement status and trends, one can document 
relative achievement and change for dffferent demographic groups and identify 
student subpopulations in likely r~eed of additional services. With data from 
the teacher and school questionnaires, one can quantify prevalent instructional 
and school pracfices and relate them to student performance. .By contrasting 
student outcornes in relation to program and background factors, one can develop 
a heightened understanding of potential contributors to dif~rential performance 
and of the varied effects of different learning contexts. Examples of sucia armlyses 
appear in the NAEP reading trend report (Reading Report Card, 1985), in. ma 
inquiry into the determinants of student computer use (Lockheed, 1986), in a 
report of Catholic school reading proficiency in relation to national averages 
(Lee, 1986), and ~ a descriptive and path analysis of the reading performance 
o[ language minority students in relafion to borne, school, and process variables 
(Baratz & Duran, 1987). 

The value of such assessment results for educafional planning and policiy 
making depends on the effecfiveness w~th which they are reported and dissemi- 
nated. Especially important are the appropriateness and comprehensiveness of the 
targets of dissemination as well as the nature and amount of interpretation 
provided to clarify the meaning of the resulbs and of their implications Sor action. 

Dissemination [or direct and indirect impact 

In regard to the targets of dissemination, NAEP has systematically high- 
lighted ,findings in appropriately tailored form to the general public through 
print and video media, to school boards, to superintendents, principals, and 
teachers, to local, state, and federal agencies a.s well as to legislators, to educa- 
tional associations, and to .the educational research community. In so doing, 
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it was important to recognize that the impact of such comprehensive dissemina- 
tion might be more indirect than direct. To be sure, It was hoped that NAEP 
results and their implications would be ~ak~n into accotmt by legi~lators and 
education decision makers ,in shaping policy. But it was deemed at least as 
important to raise the consciousness of the public, of the education commtmity, 
and of policy makers about the current status of problems and issues on the 
educational scene. For example, the NAEP Reading Report Card (1985) simul- 
taneous,ly displayed the striking progress in reading performance made by minority 
groups in recent years along with the finding that Black 17-year old, s on the 
average currenfly read a t about the same level as do White 13-year olds. This 
juxtaposition underscores not only the severity of a national educational problem, 
but the enormous efforts likely needed to accel~fate even further the current 
pace toward rectffying the situation. 

Interpretation as the ev~tuation of alternative perspsctives 

In regard to the natu~e and amount of interpretation to be provided in 
reporting assessment results, there are widely divergent points of view. One 
stance is that the facts should speak for themselves. To be sure, compendia 
of facts often serve useful purposes, but they are primarily useful in the course 
of makirtg or defending interpretations. Another viewpoint ~s expressed by 
Kaplan (1964) is that ,,data are the product of a process of interpretation, and 
though .there is some sense ,in which the materials for this process are 'given' 
it Ÿ only the product which has scientffic status and function~ (p. 385). Perv~se 
as it ,soun&s, this latter v i e w p o i n t -  that data are not input to the interpretative 
process but its product ~ should prevail because it recognizes the interdepertdence 
of scienti, fic inference on facts, theories, and values. That is, the Ÿ of the 
questions asked, t l~ kind and amount of data collected, the type of analysis 
chosen to yield results, the *form in which the findings ate cast ale aU guided 
at least tacitly by theories and ideologies. Indeed, it is this theory- and valu~ 
dependence of scientific research, and all the more so of policy research, ~hat 
~leads a prudent researcher to evaluate systematicaUy a range of plausible alter- 
native perspectives on the questions, the analyses, and the findings (Churchman, 
1971; Messick, 1980). And this ir~evitably leads to mor~~ interpretatiort, not less. 

The reason that these ideological issues appear even more salient for poticy 
research than for social science research generally is that policy research is not 
only theory- and value-dependent but policy-dependent. 1 That is, in the very 
formulation of Che problern, the policy-maker typically embr~tces a set of values, 
either tacitly or expHcitly, that places limits on the scope and nature of ~he 
applied research deemed relevant, l ~ r t o n  and l_~~er (1951) call these constraints 
,,value constants~~ that circumscribe the alterna~ive lines of action to be inves- 
tigated. Tkese constraints often take the form of assumptions 1hat certain 
features of the problem situation ate constant of  given and under no circumstances 
to be modified. 

Two common types of implicit constraints or tmwitting misformulations 
of a problem are overspecification and overg~eneralization. When a policy maker 
overspecifies the pracfical problem, researchers must clarify the situation by 
searching out the prime or fundamental objz~ctive, thereby often ~defining ~he 
problem. For example, the US Office for Civil Rights, charged wffh ~su r ing  
local school districts' compliance with equal pro t~tŸ under the law for 

.t My thanks go to Hiroshi Azuma for  suggesting this point as a discussant of  the AERA 
symposium. 
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minor i ty  s tudents ,  observed  d i sp ropor t iona te  p laoement  of Black chi ldren in 
special  educat ion  chasses, especia l ly  classes for  the  educable  menta l ly  handicapped .  
Consequently,  i t  asked  a Nafional  Research Council  panel  to de te rmine  the  
fac tors  tha t  account  ,for this  di .sproport ionate  minor i ty  r ep resen ta t ion  and to 
ident i fy  p lacement  c r i t e r ia  o r  prac t ices  tha t  do not  affect  minor i ty  s tudents  dispro- 
por t ionate ly .  As r e fo rmula t ed  by  the pan, el, h o w e v e r ,  t he  key p rob l e m  became 
one of de te rmin ing  the  condi t ions  under  which inequal i ty  of p l acemen t  const i tu tes  
inequi ty  of treatmen, t (Heller,  Hol tzman,  & Messick,  1982; Messick,  1984a). In  
contras t ,  when a pol icy malr owrgene ra l i zes  the  p rac t ica l  p roblem,  researchers  
mus t  c lar i fy  the s i tua t ion  by  searching out  a var ie ty  of p rob l e m  perspect ives  
and ac t ion  a l te rna t ives  and by  de te rmin ing  the poten t ia l  consequences of each  
(Merton & Lerner,  1951). 

In  mos t  pol icy research,  i t  is importar~t to  examine  p laus ib le  a l te rna t ive  
perspect ives  concerning two m a j o r  i s s u e s - - r m m e l y ,  the  meaning  of  ob ta ined  
measu remen t s  and  re la t ionships  and .the impor t  of  impl ica t ions  for  ac t ion der ived  
theref rom.  A given findiaag o r  re la t ionship  m a y  have p laus ib le  a l t e rna t ive  meanings,  
and  each  of those  mean~ngs m a y  imp ly  p laus ib le  a l te rna t ives  for  actio~a depend,ing 
on t l ~  c i rcumstances .  An appea l  to  o ther  ,findings in the  da ta  o r  the conduct ing  
of  addi, ti.onal analyses  rnay reaader some of  these  a l te rna t ives  less plausible .  But 
in any event,  this  view of in t e rp re t a f ion  as the  evalua t ion  of a l te rna t ive  perspect ives  
yields not  spec.ific pol icy recommenda t ions ,  except  in  clear-cut  cases, bu t  r a the r  
i l lumina ted  a l te rna t ives  to  chal lenge pol icy m a k e r s  to in fo rmed  choice. I t  should 
be noted  tha t  the coun te r s t r a t egy  of sf icking to  the  so-called facts,  of  set t l ing for  
much  less than  this  level of  in, t e rp re ta t ion  in  pol icy research  br ings  wi th  i t  the  
p rospec t  of  incomple te ly  o r  i rmdequately  analyzed data .  

Alas, this  seems  to be  the  fa te  of large-scale educa t iona l  assessments .  Under  
p ressures  of t imel iness  a.nd l imi ted  funding, the  evalua t ion  of  al, ternative perspec- 
tives is usual ly  re legated  to secondary  analyses.  I ronical ly ,  the  pr ice  tha t  is 
pa id  for  this  de layed en l igh tenment  is t imeliness.  

But  i rony aside,  we should  not  lose sig•t of the  enormous  potent ia l  of 
large*seale educa t iona l  a s sessmen t  as effect ive pol icy  r e s e a r c h - - p r o v i d e d  tha t  
key indispensable  condi t ions  a re  incorpora ted  .into the  enterpr i se .  Especial.ly 
i m p o r t a n t  fea tures  a re  the capaci, t ies to provide  da ta  or  measures  tha t  a re  
commensu rab l e  across  t ime per iods  and demograph ic  groups,  correl ,ational evi- 
dence to suppor t  cons t ruc t  in te rpre ta t ions ,  and  mult-'.,ple measu res  of  diverse  
backg round  and  p r o g r a m  fac tors  to i l lumina te  context  effects  and  t r ea tmen t  
or  process  differences.  Combining these  fea tures  wi th  the  p o w e r  of mul t iva r i a t e  
analyt ic  techniques and wi th  ah in t e rp re t a t ion  s t ra tegy  mak ing  explici t  provis ion  
for  the  exp lora t ion  of mu l t ip l e  perspect ives  can  yield cogent  c lar i f ica t ions  bo th  
of the  na tu re  of the p rob l em and of the  re levant  pol icy a l te rna t ives  for  action.  
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l'int› d'autres perspectives possibles, relatives aussi bien 
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