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Evalustor Credibility and Acceptance as a Function
of Report Style:
Do Jargon and Data Make 2 Diffarencé?l

Robert D, Brown
The Unlversity of Nebraska-Lincoln

Latry &, Fraskanp
The Undversity of Illinods at Urbana-Champaign

Dianna L, Nevman
The University of Nebraska-Lincoln

The evaluation of conpensatory and {nmovative prograns In education, .
services in oental and éommunity health, and socetal reforns has existed long
enough to have questlons of its utility and worth rebsed by all types of publdcs,
including evalustors themselves, Do policy and decision makérs itilize evalua-
tive infornation and, furthernore, are they influenced by the feedback they
receive!

Evidence regarding the tnpact of evaluation on decision-paking is nostly
experiential and often sﬁggests that the Influencé 1 not a8 powerful as might be
hoped (Guba, 1969; Worthen &KSanders, 1973; Wergini 1976), Devis and Salastn (1973)
{n their extensive Teview of the utilizétion of evaluatioﬁ state, "A porcion of the
apparent dencralization among veteran evaluators nay be attributed to the slov
process of uttlization of evalvation results." (p. 623) However, they also potnt
out that the utilization rate 15 better when the tmpact of evaluation on dectsion
uaking 15 assessed over an extended perdod of thoe, |

‘Several suggestions for ducreasing the utilization of evaluative {nfornation
in poldey and decision naking bave been advanced, Davis and Salagtn (1975) suggest
that evaluators trace: the use of theif évaluati?ns todatect when and how the results
are used, Stake (1975) anﬂ House (1973), among others, have suggested that a useful
.evaluation {5 one that is responsive to the inférmal neéds of deciaion ﬁakersl
lPaper presented at annual meeting of Anerican Educational Rézearch hssoclation,

New York City, Apeil 1977, y J

Jargon, Page ¢
" forml reports of en evaluation generally contain jargon which provide pre-
tise and efficient communfeation to colleagues and {nclude extensive references to
dmmﬁ%@mwmﬁwﬂﬂmmﬁ%ﬁ@@mﬁ

conmunication theory, however, would suggest & possible interactive effect depending

upon the type of audience, Carter (1971) and Braskamp, Brown and Newnan (1976), for

exanple, have reported that acceptance of evaluation reports {s telated to a comlex

set of variables, inciuding the title and description of the evaluator, the nature

of the progren being evaluated, and the self=interests of the auttence. Others In
conpuniications research have found that the use of infornation will be greater if
the audfence regards the presentation ag coherent and understandable (Davis and
Ssl.jm,in, 1973),

This study exanined the imact of different evaluation report étyles on audfence
agreenent with en evaluator's recommndations, audience rating of the eveluator's
credibility, and audience assessment of the evaluation report, Tvo dimensions of
mm@mﬁﬁ@@MmmﬁmmmmmmMMH
0f data-based statenents, The questions of interest weﬁgq;hether the use of Jargon
ethance or detract fron audience acceptance of the recomendations and from their
ratings of the utility of the evaluation reports, and whether data-based or subjective-
based statenents In the evaluation report affect sudlence ratings of the objectivity
and believability of the evaluator,

Subjects were asked to read a stmilated evaluafinn veport that was vrltten In
four different vays and to give their reactions to the evalustor and the evalustion
teport, The céntéxt of the evaiuation report weg connunity concern ghout testing
and grading {n the public schools, A citizens' councll asked an extérnal evaluator
to gaﬁher relevant date-and nake apﬁropriéfe reccmﬁéndaﬁions to thep, The evelue-

tlon report vas an advoeaty report focustog on four fasues: (1) Use of erdtertons



Jargon, Page 5
re%eréngéd standards in assessing student classroom performance, (2) Need for mmfe
 parent conferences, (3) Assessment of student effort as well as achievement, and
(é)-AséessmenE of n@néégademig agcnmplishméﬁtS; Each fecammendatimn advoecated
éhanges in current praétices followed by a brief justificatiaﬁ, Subjects were

asked to read the recommendation and its justification before indicating their

éﬁn viéwﬁginﬁé,
Four reports (treatments) were developed which had the same'issuas, recommen-
dations, length, concepts, and argumEﬂts), Each justification varied, hawevEE; in
the amount of jargon and/or data-based statements., The four treatments were:
(1) Jargon-Loaded Objective, (2) Jargon-Loaded Subjective, (3) Jargon-Free Objective,
and (4) Jargon-Free Subjective. Jargon words were operationally defined aé those
which suceinctly conveyed a gcn&épt to a professional audience, which were in fre-
quent usége in an educational settiﬂégréﬁd for which there were more general usage
words érréﬁfases availabie_ These included such words as "norm-referenced," "com-
petency," "transpersonal,”" and "psychomotor." Objective-based statements were
operationally defined as statements which reported local and naticﬁal survey
- results and cited percentages. Subjective-based statements included phrases like
i beliévé._!;“ "I think...," "In my opinion..." to emphasize the evaluator's
personal ﬁpiniaﬁs,
‘ Subjects included 95 teachers and public school admiﬁistfators who wéré
involved in a variéty ¢f workshops and self-improvement courses at the Uﬁivéfsity
of Nebraska—Liﬁcalni These subjects were assumed to be familiar with educational
jargon aﬁdvhad some experience with evaluation reports. As educators they had
uﬁdoubtedly‘théugh; through issueé related to grading, éhichrwas the focus of the
report. | S
| Dépéndent measures includedtasseésment of : ~ (1) Agreement with the evaluator's

" recommendations; (2) Ratings of the evaluator on thoroughness, self-confidence,
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knowledge about testing and grading, believability, awareness of school needs,

logic, practicality, convinecing and gbj ctivity; and (3) Ratings of the evaluation

report on amount of technical terms ' 'and difficulty level,

After each izsue thﬁ subjects indicated the i agreement on a five point

&

scale (Strgngly:Agrea'ta Strongly Disagree) to four specific recommendations
advocated by the evaluator. The extent of subject agreement with the evaluator's
four rzcommendations for each of the four issues was used as the measura of agree-
went. At the end of the simulation cach subject rated the evaluator and the report
by indicating his responses on a five point scale {Very High to Very Low) to eleven

items measuring the dependent variables listed above.

Results
estiL s

The regpondents' extent of agreement with the evaluator's recommendations
wete analyzed using a two-factor analysis.of wvariance. Table 1 presents the
summary of the analysis of variance and Table 2 presents the megnérand standard
daviations, No statistically 51§nif;:ant interactions or main Effécts, use of

jargon and use of data werc cbtained.

Respenses to the nine ratings of the evaluator 2nd the two items assessing
the evalvaticn repcrt were analyzed using a two~factor multivariate analysis of
wariznce., The summaiy of the ¥'s are presented in Table 3 and the means and

standard deviations of 2ll eleven ltems are presented in Table 4.

- Insert Table 3 and 4 about here
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items were analygédras a set. The mulrivariate F for the Data factor was mot
significant.

The multivariate F for the jargon factor was significant at the ;05
level, Egégingzicn of the size of the univariate F's iﬁﬂ£¢até that the major
contributions to the overall effect of the use of jargon wers on ratings of
difficulty, technicality, knowledge, and practicality. Examination of the
merns in Table 4 indicate that the jangﬁéiQadEd report was ?éfééiv&d as more
difficult and more technical, but the evaluator was perceived as mgrg know=-
ledgeable and practical. The evaluator as author of--the ja%ggnslgaded Dbjecs
tive report received the highest ratings on thoroughness, knowledge, believa-
bility, and pfaétigalitya The jargon-loaded subjective report was viewedras

There was a significant univariate F for interaction on ratings of
difficulty of the report. Examination of the means in Table 4 indicates that
this interaction was disordinal with the jargon-loaded subjaétiﬁé report being
perceived as most difficult and the jargon-free subjective being perceived as
Yléasﬁ diffiéulti |

Discussion and Implications

These results suggest that the impact of an evaluation report depends
upon the style in which it is written, The use of technical educational jargon,
in particular, appears to have an impact ﬁpon,ﬁhe recepti&iﬁy éfvanraudience
of educators. The jargon-loaded teporks were clearly perceived as mére techni-
- cal by the;feadérs than the jérgonsfréa reports; but, interestingly, the
jérganslaadad subjeétiva‘réport was pérceiﬁed‘as mgfé téchﬁiaal than the
jargon-loaded abjeztiveg Similarly, the teachers and administrators perceived

the reports with jargon-loaded statements to be more diéfiéﬁlt but their
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pefceggiaﬁ was influenced by the inclusion of dataébaséd statements. The
most difficult report was the jargon-loaded subjective followed by the jargon-
loaded objective, jargon-free objective, and the least difficult, the jéfg@n‘
free éubjaativés ‘Tt may be that the use of data, in this case gimple percen-
tages, gave the reader meaningful anchor points for interpretation.

Use of data to support evaluator viewpoints did not by itself contri-
bute to higher ratings of the evaliator. However, when data and jargﬂﬁ were
combined, the impact was apparent. The writer of the jargon~loadeéd reports
was rated as more practical and knowledgeable than the jargon-free author.
Tﬁcugh there was‘n@ significant interaction, examination of the means in
Table 4 indicates that the major contribution to thé overall difference came
from Ehe higher ratingsbgivan to the jargon-loaded objective reports. Data
support did help make the evaluator appear nore kﬁ@wledgeaﬁle and the report
more pragéi:al_ The same pattern, though not significant, was true for
ratingsrgf thoroughness and believability. In each instance the jarg;ﬁs
loaded objective report was rated highest.

The lack of any significaﬂﬁ difference arrpattern on ratings of "eon-
vincing" is congruent with the lack of gignificanc differences in extent of
ag:éémeﬁt with the evaluator's recaﬁﬂeﬁﬁatiansg There are a number of possible
explanations for this finding. The issues dealt with in the report, grading
and teéting, are ones for which mastrééuéétﬁrs have réthér.defiﬁite apiniﬁns.
 7Edugatats may be fegap;ive'ta éhaﬁgé, but'nat in the evaluation fofmafsﬁs§d 
~in this sfudy. The opinions of the educators were strong enough to resist
being iﬁfluemcedgrdeséite the:faét that Eherrepért style variatiéns did affect
their fatingsraf the e%éigatarrand thgrﬁsefulﬁeés of the report, N

| The results of this study eogfitm tbé'expectétian that evaluation report
stylaé daVafféct~audieﬁeeiperéeptiﬁns! vFér educators the use of jargon and data

8 .
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results in high ratings on some dimensions, such as practicality and know-
ledge, but does not seem to influencé their acceptance of the evaluator's
recommendations on controversial issues. Further investigation is needed on
the éffacté Qf.difféfiﬁg report styles for a variety of audience types on
different issues. How would members of the P.T.A. react to the same reports?

How would educators react to similar report variations on different toplcs?
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Table 1
Analysis of Variance Summary on Extent of Agreement with

Evaluator's Recommendations

Source df M5 ¥
Jargon (A) 1 32.08 .65
Data Support (B) . . _ 1 ’ 17.63 .35
Interaction (AxB) 1 6.08 .12
Within o 91 49.33
Total 95 | 105.12
Table 2
H;éns and Standard Deviations on Extent of Agféement Hith
Evaluator's Recommendations
Jargon~Loaded Jargon-Free
~ Objective % s1 59.04
SD 7.32 6.44
N 24 22
‘Subjective X - 58.66 59.36
sh £.09 ' ' 5.72
N 27 ’ 22
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Table 3
Summary of Multivariate Analysis of Ratings of

Evaluator and Evaluation Report

Source of Variation Multivariate F Univariaste F

.92

Scale: : N
Thoroughness - 7 1.13

- Self-Conficence ’ .38

" Knowledge : 3.48
Believability 1.40
Logical ' 7 .00
 Practical o o 1.96
Awareness , - 1.99
Convincing _ : : - .09
Objectivity , S ¥

" Technicality - - ' 1.45
Difficulty : 5.64%

Data Support | -92

Scale:
Thoroughness ' ' 1.02

- Self-Confidence : +33
.Knowledge 52
Believability : - .84
Logical : .22
Practical ) , 17
Awareness - . : .61
Convincing ' - ' _ .00

D Qujactivity _ - 1,72
Technicality ' i _ 1.89
Difficulty v : .01

Jargon

Scale: - ' S : 2.66% :
Thoroughnesa = - , N ) , , .40
Self-Confidence ‘ ' ‘ . - .70
' Knowledge = ' ‘ - o - '2.63
" Believability = - S S .02
logical - - S . R TR
"t actical - o B - - 2.18
Awareness o c : .00
- . Convincing - . v .12
_Objectivity - . e
- Technicality - o 23,70%
L Difficulty . . .o S 12.26%

" %signiffcant at ,05 level
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 and Evaluation Report.

“ Jarg§ﬂ§Léé§ed1i:Jafgeﬁéicéééé'}fjsrggﬂ—Fgee,;7 Jargon-Free . .
Objective - .. Subjective = Objective ~ ~ Subjective . .. =
Ne24  Ne27 Ne22 . Nw22

b4l
oy
2
Pt

" Thoroughmess - 3,79 .59  3.46 .88  3.50 .96 ,'~13;5217i?3 o
©Self Confidence -  4.00 .51  4.00 .90  3.73 1.08 3,96 .9
‘Knowledgeable |
about testing . - o o L D . , R
© Bellevability  3.88 .80 3.5 .92 3.6 .79 3,70 .76
 Logical 371 1.00 3.78 .79 3.82 1.09  3.91 .67
- Practicality 3.67 1.09  3.46 1.23  3.00 1.31  3.43 .73

. Awareness of School

" Needs 3.56  1.28  3.46  1.04  3.27 1.24 3.78 .74 -

" Convincing 3,58 ©1.39. 3.5 .92 3.59 .73 3.65 .71

 Objectiviey  3.71 .86  3.39 113~ 3.73 .83 ~ 3.56 .73 B
| Pechnicality 3.3 ~1.09  3.82 .90  2.66 1,09  2.65 .71

. Difffculty . - 271 1.04 . 3.14 .88 2,50 1,10  1.55 .93




