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ABSTRACT
Questions are discussed concerning the problem of

evaluating an educational product for its potential marketing
success. A strategy is proposed for identifying various levels of
evaluation for a product, and for selecting the evaluation level that
will be accepted as yielding sufficient evidence for the desirability
of marketing the product. (MS)
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SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT PRODUCT EVALUATfON AT THE FAR WEST LABORATORY
r\J

ix% Relevant Evaluation Questions

CZ) The problem of evaluating an educational product and making a decision

LLJ as to whether or not the product should be marketed, is a highly complex

one. The program staff of the Laboratory has identified four questions

that appear to be of major importance in arriving at the aforementioned

decision. Although at this point we do not suggest that these are the only

questions that are relevant or even the most important questions that could

be asked, we do maintain that these four questions are important and can

form the basis for further thinking about the overall question of educational

product evaluation.

The first question can be stated briefly as: "Will the product sell?"

However, since there is some evidence in the world of commerce that virtually

any product will sell if an appropriate and extensive sales effort is made,

perhaps a more useful way to state the question is "What will have to be

done in order to sell this product?"

A second question that must be answered: "Is the product creditable?"

It is possible to build an effective product which, because of the biases

or values of the potential users, will not be accepted by them as creditable.

(:<? For example, it is doubtful that a nursery school program based on the

GO principles of contingency management and behavior modification would be

adopted by most nursery school teachers even if this program had proven

to be highly effective. Since the majority of nursery school teachers have

0 a heavy clinical orientation, a program based on the principles of behavior

modification would not be creditable to them regardless of the merits that
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it might have. There are other examples of areas in education where

creditability plays a .14rge role in the consideration of educational

products for possible use. Foreign language programs built primarily

around memorization and application of the rules or grammar would not

be creditable to the vast majority of foreign language teachers in today's

schools. Similarly, a'fine arts program built around the premise that

artistic talent can best be developed by having the learner copy the

paintings of known masters would lack creditability to the majority Of

art teachers in today's schools.

The third question that we have considered is: "Will teachers use

the product?" A great many educational products have appeared over recent

years that are both creditable to the user and saleable but which are not

used once they have been purchased. Like the previous two questions, the

question of usability is a very complex one. Products are purchased and

then not used for a great many reasons. For example, some products are

not used simply because their use makes demands on the teacher which the

teacher is not prepared to meet. New audio-visual equipment sometimes

require skill and training which the teacher does not have. New curricular

materials often require more preparation time than the teacher has available.

New instructional packages may require the teacher to break long established

habits.

The fourth question and the one with which this paper is primarily

concerned is: "Does the product work ?" This is, of course, the classic

evaluation question, and is concerned with the degree to which the specific

product objectives are achieved when the product is used in the manner pre

scribed by the developer. Many developers would regard this question as
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the most important of the four that we hive enumerated. However, debates

about the degree of importance of these four questions are somewhat point-
12

less in view of the fact that if the product fails in any of these four

areas, it has virtually no chance of making an impact upon education.

A great deal of heated argument; has evolved around the means that

should be used in obtaining an answer to this question. Many such arguments

appear to be based on the idea that there is only one right way to evaluate

an educational product. This paper, on the other hand, ls based on the

premise that for any given educational product there are a great many

evaluation procedures that are appropriate and that provide at least some

relevant evidence. In this paper we will propose a strategy for identifying

various levels of evaluation for a given product and selecting the level of

evaluatiorrw that will be accepted as yielding sufficient evidence for the

product in question.

An Evaluation Continuum

The first step in this process is to develop a continuum of evaluation

procedures for the product to be developed. This continuum should describe

procedures ranging from the least rigorous evaluation to the most rigorous

evaluation) However, it is doubtful that a purely quantitative continuum

can be developed, since at certain points along that continuum we will also

find that qualitative differences exist in the kinds of evidence that are

yielded.

In order to provide an example, we have taken the Minicourse Component

of the Teacher Education Program and have attempted to outline a continuum

1. The most rigorous procedure would be that which produced the most
reliable evidence on the degree to which the product achieved its objectives.
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by specifying a number of levels of evaljation. In looking over this

continuum, the reader will note that the various steps generally move
.0

from less rigorous to more rigorous evaluation of the course objectives.

The reader will also note that at certain points qualitative differences

exist between the type of information gathered at one level and the type

of infor'matio'n gathered. at the next level. I am sure that most readers

will also observe that only a few of the possible points along this con-

tinuum have been identified and described. Actually, as is the case with

any continuous distribution, it would be possible by making adjacent steps

small enough to approach .an infinite number of different levels of evaluation.

The authors suggest that the 12 steps given are sufficient for the purposes

of illustrating what an evaluation continuum is like and concedes that in

all respects except illustration, the following continuum is inadequate.

Broad Objective

To improve specific aspects of pupil performance by developing teacher

skills related to the pupil performance in question.

Levels of Evaluation

1. The developer will infer the effectiveness of the product by a general,

subjective appraisal of the product itself.

2. An independent expert will infer the effectiveness of the product by

a general, subjective appraisal of the product itself.

3. A panel of developer experts and potential users will independently

infer the effectiveness of the product by a general, subjective

appraisal of the product itself, and their judgments will be pooled.
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4. The developer will infer the effectiveness of the product by a

specific objective appraisal of the product itself.

5. An independent expert will infer the effectiveness of the product

by a specific objective appraisal of the product itself.

6. A panel of developers, experts, and potential users will independently

ihfer th'e effectiveness of the product bya specific objective

appraisal of the product itself, and their judgements will be pooled.

7. A questionnaire will be administered to teachers taking the Minicourse

asking their perception of their own and their pupils' performance.

8. A semi-structured Interview will be conducted with a sample of

teachers who have taken the Minicourse. Interviews will focus sharply

on specific examples of relevant pupil and teacher performance.

9. Tests'''which indirectly measure variables that are related to the

relevant pupil performance will be administered to pupils and analyzed.

10. Relevant teacher performance in the classroom will be observed at

previously specified times by observers whose presence is known by

teachers and pupils. Pupil performance will be inferred from analyses

of teacher performance.

11. Relevant pupil performance in the classroom will be observed at

previously specifiedLtimes by observers whose presence is known by

teachers and pupils.

12. The classrooms of large random samples of teachers taking (T) and not

taking (C) the Minicourse will be recorded on videotape prior to the

treatment and after the treatment over a period of one academic year

following completion of the treatment. All videotape will be analyzed

to determine the quality and quantity of performance of each pupil in

5
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the T and C classrooms. Furthermore, random time samples of each

pupils' out-of-school behavior will be recorded on videotape with

pupils not knowing his behavior is being recorded. These videotapes

will also be analyzed for specific pupil performance to determine

degree of transfer to out-of-school situations. Pupil characteristics

1-elevant to the performance in question Will be measured and inter-

actions among characteristics and performance will be determined.

Building an Evaluation Continuum

The first step in establishing such a continuum is to spell out the

objectives of the educational product as clearly as pass-lb-re. Since in

this example, we are dealing with a group of educational products (the

Minicourses) we have stated a broad objective as a first step. In dealing

with a specific product, it would be preferably to spell out specific

behavioral objectives for the product at this point.

The next step 'n developing a continuum of evaluation levels is to

describe the most rigorous evaluation procedure that the investigator can

devise for evaluating the product's achievement 3f its objectives. For

most educational products, this level of evaluation could not be achieved

simply because the cost of reaching this level would be so high that it

could not be justified. For many educational products, it is unlikely that

the most rigorous level of evaluation could be carried out even if the investi-

gator had unlimited resources at his disposal. Thus, the development of a

continuum of evaluation suggests that some sort of a balance must be struck

between the rigor of the evaluation data obtained and the cost of obtaining

it.
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The next step in the development 0-r-the evaluation continuum requires

the investigator to identify the least rigorous evaluation effort that
0

can provide any sort of usable information about the product. At this

point the investigator has identified the two extremes of the continuum.

He must then move gradually along the continuum and describe enough

additi'o1al points so that the overall structure of the continuum is

reasonably clear. If the continuum were purely quantitative, ranging from

the least rigorous to the most rigorous evaluation procedures within a

given evaluation process, the next step would be to move up or down the

continuum until the investigator had reached a point that he regarded to

be the ideal compromise between rigorous evaluation and reasonable cost.

Unfortunately, however, the investigator is likely to discover after he

has filled'out a number of points on the continuum that at certain points

the evaluation process shifts, thus introducing qualitative differences

between adjacent steps. In our example, substantial qualitative differences

appear to exist at a number of points, such as between steps 3 and 4 and

between steps 6 and 7. Actually, one could find slight qualitative

differences in the nature of the data collected between any two steps on

the continuum in addition to the quantitative differences related to the

level of rigor.

Since both quantitative and qualitative differences are likely to

exist, the final step in using the evaluation continuum requires identifying

one or more evaluation descriptions along the continuum that together con-

stitute a "satisfactory" evaluation of the product and collecting evidence

called for in these descriptions. I would suggest that with regard to

Minicourses, the satisfaction of the evaluation requirements stated at
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points 6, 8 and 11 would provide a reasonably cost effective evaluation

process for a Minicourse. In most educational product evaluations, what
4. 'a

is "satisfactory" must usually be considered in terms of cost versus

effectiveness.

Other steps could be taken that would add to the sophistication and

the usefulness of the evaluation continuum. For example, an experienced

educational developer could make a reasonably accurate estimate of the cost

of carrying out the evaluation described in each of the steps specified in

the continuum. Such cost estimates would surely be useful in making a

more refined decision as to what points in the evaluation continuum would

be applied in'evaluating the given product.

The reader will note that many of the steps in the evaluation continuum

refer not only to question 4 ("Does the product work?"), but also to the

other evaluation questions stated at the beginning of this paper. Item 6,

for example, would probably provide information on course creditability

and usability as well as providing limited evidence on effectiveness.

Summary

In summary we would like to suggest several points related to the

evaluation continuum and the overall process of educational product

evaluation:

1. There is no single evaluation process that is universally good or

bad. For any given product, a continuum of possible evaluation

strategies exist and the strategy to be used should be drawn from

that continuum primarily on a cost benefits basis.

2. If we constructed a dozen evaluation continuums for a dozen different

educational products, it is probable that certain common features
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would be present in many of these, since educational evaluation is

built upon a limited number of processes such as observation, inter-

views, tests, questionnaires, simulations, etc. However, in spite

of the fact that many evaluation continuums are likely to be similar,

it is probably necessary to tailor-make each continuum to fit the

product question.

3. If any general guidelines can be laid down about the use of the

evaluation continuum, one possible rule is that one, should go as far

towards the rigorous end of the continuum as the practical considerations

of cost, time, etc., will permit.
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