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This paper offers an innovative, alternative methodology for assessing impact, or effectiveness, of educational projects, namely, the use of partial comparisons within a case study approach (PCA) developed by Yin (1995, 2000). There is considerable debate among members of the field over the use of randomized controlled trials (RCTs) as a priority for impact evaluation. Despite the push for use of RCTs from the federal government, literature reviews show that RCTs are infrequently used in education (Slavin, 2004). 

While some groups and scholars have attempted to develop counter arguments for use of other methodologies for the determination of causality or impact (e.g., AEA, n.d., Chatterji, 2005), RCTs continue to be promoted as the most valid means of assessing impact. Introduction of a new strategy for evaluating impact is imperative for informing evaluation theory and practice. Programs in the early stages of development with emerging or less defined outcomes, programs with multi-dimensional outcomes, or programs whose outcomes will not occur in the near term are examples for which RCTs are inappropriate for evaluating effectiveness. 

Many of the STEM programs funded by the National Science Foundation (NSF) are programs with one or more of the aforementioned characteristics and, thus, are difficult to evaluate with RCTs. However, the need and expectation to assess impact of these and other educational programs persists. Audience members who are seeking to identify an appropriate strategy for evaluating programs with similar characteristics will find value in this paper. Discussion of a method other than RCTs will be thought-provoking and will inspire audience members to think “outside the box” in light of the national push for documentation of impact and the determination of what works in social policy and programs. The ideas and examples offered in this paper add to knowledge in the evaluation field by suggesting an innovative, alternative evaluation strategy. 

The PCA case study approach developed by Yin (1995; 2000) has seldom been used to evaluate impact of educational programs but shows promise for impact assessment of difficult-to-evaluate projects, programs, and policies. This paper reflects relevant standards of quality in evaluation methods and practice by offering two projects occurring in Washington State as examples in which the PCA has been used to build a case for credible evidence of impact. Both are STEM projects and include: (1) a Washington State MSP designed to build the capacity of K-12 science teachers, and (2) an NSF informal science education project designed to bring science to Latino communities in the Yakima Valley. Given the complex nature of the projects and their emerging outcomes, the programs are not amenable to assessment of impact with RCTs. This paper demonstrates use of the PCA in developing evidence for project impact. 
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