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By Watson Scott Swail, President & CEO, Educational Policy Institute/EPI International
Dear Prospective Client:

My organization and thousands of others, including university-based, non-profits, and for-profit organizations, are
pleased that you are soliciting our help in evaluating your project. This is how we keep the doors open, and, in our
case, as a non-profit organization, it is how we preach our mission of expanding educational opportunity through
high-level research.

We understand that you want the best possible evaluation of your project. We are pleased that you share our
commitment to excellence. That's a great start. Really.

But we are perplexed at some of your conditions set forth in the RFP (Request For Proposals). Let me call a few into
question and ask why on earth you would want to put us and our colleagues at competing companies through the hell
that you quite evidently want us to go through in order to submit, let alone win, your competition and then complete
your evaluation. | understand that you may think I'm over blowing this issue. I'm not.

Project Budget. I'm not sure why in all cases, but it is extraordinarily frustrating that organizations like yours
(especially you state and provincial government entities) would not want to set a parameter for funding. It’s like telling
the vendor, “we don'’t really care about the budget, as long as it is the cheapest.” Put another way, “we also don'’t care
about the quality of the project, because we only want the least expensive.” Not providing budget parameters is akin
to telling us you can do almost anything you want. Cost doesn’'t matter. Except the same contractors will then also
place 40 percent of the proposal score on the cost. Case in Point: Maryland put out an evaluation with no parameters.
The highest proposal came in at $1.9 million, EPI came in at $600k, and the winner was at the bottom: $220k. A
range of $220k to $1.9 million...something is very wrong with this scenario.

Do us a favor. Set a cost. You have a budget. You know how much you can spend. Set it and let us come with the
best design for the budget and let that be the competition. Cheaper is not better. Cheaper means something gets left
off the table.

Not providing a budget parameter also increases the possibility that companies like us will not submit a proposal. We
regularly dump RFPs because it is too risky of our time. We can'’t take 40-60 hours to prepare a proposal just to find
out we were way too high (or worse—to low!) to compete. Time is money. It costs us between $5,000 and $20,000 to
prepare a proposal. And that’s real money to us. So be considerate of others. And realize that this isn't “free.” It is
only “free” to you. This is a killer.

Our Ideas. Another pet peeve of mine. We've been involved in several competitions that asked us for our best ideas
of how to conduct an evaluation. We didn’t win, but then the company that won—typically a small, local entity—used
our evaluation strategies. It's unethical to have us spend time generating a comprehensive scheme for an evaluation
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and then pass it on to your “preferred” customer. If we come up with the idea, and you like it, pay us for it. Don’t give
it to your Shiraz-guzzling friend who will do the $150,000 evaluation poorly for $15,000.

Misuse of Government Money. | cannot say how many state and local RFPs/contracts we see that misuse federal
funds for their evaluation activities. Well, to be clear, for non-evaluation activities in many cases. Federal projects
typically require a third-party evaluator. This makes sense. You need an arms-length organization to measure, in an
unbiased manner, the impact of the program or intervention on student outcomes. This is most of the work that we
do. However, the misuse of federal funds is STUNNING.

Two recent (one this morning) examples come to mind. The first is a state with a large federal program. The research
budget was set by the state at over $300,000, but they only provided $50,000 for the external evaluator. So what did
they do with the rest of the money, you ask? They used $300,000 annually to fund state employees in their evaluation
department, plus funds to further develop their state data system. Not exactly what this project was supposed to
support.

The example this morning is a state that is “willing” to provide $50,000 annually for five years to evaluate a $33
million project—$33 million!!! Typical evaluation budgets run approximately 7.5 percent of total budget. That would
set the evaluation budget at about $500,000 year. Even if you scrimped at 5 percent, it would be $330,000. But they
want it done (46 separate school sites, no less) for $50 grand a year.

These sites don’t want an evaluation. They want a rubber stamp.

Just as bad are the states that delay the evaluation for one, two, or three years or more. It happens all the time. Then
they bring in an evaluator at the end of their five-year project to pull all the pieces together. But only pay them for one
year. All ex-post facto analysis. No hand in the development of instruments, no voice in how the experimental groups
are formed (usually none, by the way).

Timeline. This is a good one. Ever had to respond to an RFP that wanted a year-long study done in a month?
Because the legislature demanded it? Happened to us this past December when a state was obviously behind the
proverbial eight ball, because the previous vendor dropped that same ball. You can’t help but wonder if the state unit
dropped the ball and needed someone to clean up this mess. Trust me, this happens all the time, and showcases
how many states (and perhaps provinces, but these issues do not seem to happen at the same frequency in Canada)
just don’t have their act together.

Project Planning. There are also several examples of states or localities that receive large (we're talking $25 million
grants) from the federal government—and do not even have an evaluator. What was the federal government
thinking?

Be Truthful. We had a $250,000 evaluation a few years ago. We were basically released from the project (as was
the previous evaluator) because we “offered” to get them an additional $1,000,000 from the federal government to
extend the evaluation. Why did they not want another mill for a better evaluation? Ahhhh. Because they knew their
project didn’t hold up well after the initial year. The long-term findings would be null, and an official longitudinal study
would negatively impact their local fundraising efforts. Can you believe it? They knew their program didn’t work
beyond the first year, but couldn’t risk their funding. In truth, the leadership needed to find out why this was



happening and what they could do about it. But if this was the case, why does the program exist anyway? A waste of
money.

As well, demand truth from your evaluators. Many evaluators will say almost anything to get a job. Hate to say it, but
it's true. We've actually lost jobs before for being honest. | personally have travelled across the country for a final
proposal presentation only to say to the working group: “Well, if that's what you want, we can’t do it; nobody can.” We
didn’t get that job. But what they wanted could not be done—period. They surely hired someone who said they could.
I'll go with honesty every time, even if it costs us work. Accept the honest ramblings of an evaluator. If they say it
can’t be done, they either don’t know what they are talking about or are being truthful.

And Finally...

Give it to the group or individual you want doing it. | have been involved in several RFPs where the final project
was given to the person the organization wanted in the first place. Some of these are “wired,” or set up for the person
to win. You can sometimes tell this in advance by their wording. In other cases, they look at the 10 or 12 proposals
and decide that their original confidant had it better. Hire them at the start and leave the rest of us alone. It's too much
time and expense for us to waste our time when we don't realistically have a shot at the project. And maddening.
We've benefited from “wired” projects before, but not many. We've lost a lot to “wired” organizations. Nothing but
frustrating.

These are all examples of the problems we face. | have plenty more, but I'm depressed thinking about them. We're
here, like so many others, because we enjoy research and want our research to matter. We want to be unbiased and
tell a story so that programs can improve. If you don’t know where you are now, how do you know far you've come?

So, to our future clients (if | haven’t scared them off):

= Set a budget. Just do it. Set your expectations for the evaluation and then evaluate vendors on what they
propose to do for the budget. Take money out of the equation when possible. If you still want to put budget
into the calculation, then at least have a parameter of budget or at least level of effort. Otherwise, we're flying
blind.

= Understand that a good evaluation helps you. Too many people are scared of numbers and the thought
that their program isn’t doing what it should. Use that information! Knowledge is Power, and those with it rule.
If you know the weaknesses of your program, you can deal with them. If you know the strengths of your
program, you can build upon those.

= Don't fleece the system. Feel fortunate that there are federal funds to support what you need to do at the
state or local level. But don’t abuse it by misusing funds. That hurts all of us. It's unethical. It's wrong.

= Berealistic about your expectations. You can't have everything for nothing, and you can’t do everything
you want sometimes. Be real about what you need and what you want. Budgets do limit this sometimes, but
don't be artificial about your budget parameters and evaluation needs. You must reconcile the two. And
remember, if the contractor promises are too good to be true, they are. I've seen too many evaluators
promise things that simply can’t be done.

= Don’t waste our time. Time is valuable. Putting out an RFP is a big deal. Only do so if you have to. If you
can steer it somewhere, go ahead. Don’t waste our time. If you are going to do an RFP, do it fairly. For
everyone.



But don’t waste our time.
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