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. ' DEFINIfG RIGOR AND RELEVANCE IN™ | '
VOCATIONAL EDUCATION EVALUATION '

s ’
The termd 'rigor' and 'relevance' most often surface in discussions of

methodelogical adequacy.® If they have a 'classical' meaning, then, mpst

‘likely, the phrase 'rigor ver6us relevance' refers to the tradeoffs involved

in designing an éxperiment thét has both high internal validity (rigor) and

hidh external validity {(relevance) (Campbell and Stanley., 1966). within the

context of the current methcdological debate, these two terms have been

used in a rather general way ¢o chargcterize the differences between "hard’

data and traditional., scientific., or quantitative methodology which is”

r1goTous and *soft' data and, less conventlional, naturalistic, or gualitative

-

methodology which is relevant. '
+ ¢ ) + —-“ +
‘I fmitially i1ntended to 1nvestlgate vocational education evaluation

models, methods, and frameworks in view of thelr treatment of. these two

¥ 3

dimensions of methoddlogical adequacy.' Yet, attempts to clarify the.meaning

of the terms 'rigor| and ‘relevance’ revealed that they have an epistemological

T

. e
as well as a methodelogical meaning. k\ .
Kence, in what follows;-I propose a more expanded analysis of rigor and

relevance. Four distinct, though interrelated. notions of rigor and relevance

are identified: episﬁemoloqicaf relevance, epistemological rigor, method-

P .

ological relevance, and methodological rigor. Each is explained and an attempt

- Fl

is made to i1llustrate the treatmé%% of each in the literature on Vocational

educatlon evaluation. The paper concludes with a discussion of the need to

further investigate esach dimension.,

»

.' "“‘ r"' . " -.',
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Defining Rigor and Relevance

s
.

~

Logical -and conceptual analysis of the ndtions of rigor and relevance

n

in the context of s?cial science research and evaluation reveals an

-

epistemological and a methodoldgical usage of é'alch term., These four aspects

of rigor and relevance are explained below. ' ’ .-

L]

Epistemological Relevance
\ ;

- .
It is com}cnplace to characterize the major criteria for adequate research

problems as relevance and fruitfulness. For example, Steiner '(1,978) explains .

L} * . " : ;
that for an educational problem to be releva.rit it must be generative of

scientific, philosophical, or praxiological knowledgé about education? The

mark of a fruitful problem ':i.s that it must be capable of leading to the

L]

extension of knowledge. Assessing epistemological relevance is thus equivalent

. z . . o~ ’
'to ansvering the guestion, "Is this particular research question worth asking

at all?"

~ We miynt extend this notiof of epistempleogical relevance in researth to
. £ .

the domain of evaluvation in the following way. To detemmine whether a

» . .

particular evaluation question is worth-.asking {(or whether a ‘particulag'
. . [

evaluat_ion is worth pursuing), we mus® first ap_sw:a‘r twe questions: (1) ﬁt_‘ggg.
is to be evaluated?, a.na (?5 Why is it to be e‘value;ted? Th:ase Qtﬂaétion.é must

: — : ; .
be a.nsﬁe'r:ed to the satis¥action of staKeholdéts in any given ey}aluatipn b‘sifore'
questions of how to procee.:d are prop?,ged. _Failure. tQ a‘-:lequatgrl'y specify-thel

evaluand--the entity being evaluated (Scriven, 1979)--and to identify the

intended uses and users of evaluvativeinformation will'li}éely result in an
) -] - . » N .

H ‘.

inaccurate evaluation of little use to anyone.




- Bt T
Horst, et 5;., 1974) is compatlble wi the‘trad;tlonal vxew of evaluation‘. L e
as 'evaluation' research'., The approadh, knownﬁhs "evaluability aSeéssnEnt,"i s L%

8" W - I} < - v

: } : . _ . Lot

requ§;ES clarifying and defining the pvaluand from the perspectives of both o

. . I

' * . k] . = o d.

“the user and the evaluator. The maj¢r elements .of an evaluability assessment °
; . . . L) . P ;\. PI‘. L ---... c$

are characterized by Wholey (1977) S : ) . .. . o SoasTig
1. Determining the boﬁndarles of the pzoblem/program,‘z e., . ) L Tty .

evaluation also addresses the 'quedtipn 6f epistemological relevance.- In

,the naturalistic investigadtor is efgaged ih a process of detérmining -what is

o

- . -+ L " h

view regarding the nature of evaluation  The flrst approach, proposed by

Joseph Hnoley .and his colleagues at th Urban Insi&tute (Wholéy, 1975,rl917,

PRI SR P

what is it that is to be
objectivesy .

alyzed?, dhat are ,the progé.sam ¢ .¢‘ ﬁ

= b ) : \-: * ¢ »
2, Gétherin& information th defines- programibbjeqtlyes, : . T
: : aotzvltles, and underly' g‘assumptiQns I ) LT :
T . . T .- .
3. Developlng a model of p Qram actzﬁltxes and obje Ves ) ] ; Yo
from the point of view f the 1ntended“use:'bf the, RO | 1‘..
evaluation Lnformatlon . . . o e
P B . 7
4. Determining to what extdnt the %ef:.nmt;on gf tha program,” KN .%
- as contained-in the model,. 'ig. sufficient Ty unambiguoug to g
permit a nseful evaluqtlon ... L ) . : . -

L
'

‘5. Presentatilon of the above 1n£ormatx6n to: the intended user
‘of the aiuatzon and determination of next steps to ‘Pe .taken.

-

S
e

Though quzte antlthetlcai to- the general approach.of evalpat;on research‘\

*
[ 4

Guba's {1378) commentary‘on the methodology of natuxallék;c inqui;y.tn

L) . . . < P - .,

“ e H PN 4

surfacing the concerns and issues of relevant parties to the evaluation, "

to be evaluated and why it is' to be evaluated. Having oychd through repeated-
L s [

¥
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phases of discovery and verification, the evaluator possesses a preliminary

set of categories of information,, Guba suggests that considerations of saliencew
+ . . - *
» credibility, uniQubness, heuristic value, feasibility, and materiality be

. emplByed to prioritize the categories and thereby focus the inqﬁiryx As a

- . -

result'of this prdcéss,.the evaluator is able to pursue those categories of
» .\' - . . .

concerns and issues- "most worthy of further exploration."
LY . : .

Ii,should be apparent from these two examples that, regardless of one's

: philosdphical orientat;on regarding the nature of evaluation, assessment of

-

. epistemclogical relevance i§'a,;ritical first step in evaluation. Though

. the tecﬁniques of the evaluation researcher and the naturalistic investigator
* B . 1] -
. . . . 2 s e ¢
are quite-different, both aim at clarifying the nature of the evaluand and:
* . 3

J L 1 . . .
surfacing the concerns of potential users of evaluation information. *

. . . i
1]

. -

Epistewniogical Rigor DR : _ "

‘ .

- ¥hen we dlscuss the proPertles of a researchable problem, we are

.
* d

speaklng-of‘eplstemologlcal rigor. As was "the case w1th epistemological
- &elevance, this notion'of rigor is important regardless of the particular

. ‘ .o, . : . .
philosophical orientatlon of the researcher or evaluator. However, 'scientific'
and Jnaturalz_st:.c “"fnguirers assess the dimension «of eplstemologlcal rigor in

- LY . .

quite dlfferent w§y$. -\
s Lo . " . . Ll -
A s Whéne evaluétion’is viewed. as an extension of scientific research, the

Y :
ﬁssessmiﬁt ‘of eprstemologlcal r1?or is quite straightforward. Here, rigor

~:efbrs o the extent-fb which evaluation questions are cast in a form that is
I3 r ~
measurable or_testabie. Assessment of ‘rigor is largely context-independent

. ¥ R - ' ‘ -
' and & ioxﬁi/tlt'ihvdlves ddequately specifying the empirical reférents for ‘
’ R ST : p , ;
" o .:‘“'r . . '
oL J. -ﬂ‘. . ,
St A ‘

B 1 . . - -
Full Tt Provided by ERIC. - . -
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.

‘context of vocational® education outcomes evaluation. Beginning with a

méaningful 6utcome statement, he explains that (1) this statement must be

*
b .

translated into a hypo¥hesis with careful specificdtion of dependent and .

independent variables, 12} the entify on which the outcome. is to he observed

must be delineated, and (3) empirical indicators of the outcome must be

specified. Outcome statements so formulated meet the test of epistemological
s ‘

rigor. .
1 : . r)

Where evaluation is placed more in the tradition of ethnography (e:g.,

Guba, 1978; Pdtton, 1980; Filstead, 1979) tlie determination of epistemological

) ) \
rigor is no less important, yet the process is less apparent because problems

-

+  are not so carefully circumscribed prior to the inéestmgation. Here, the

+
.

assessment of epistemolébical rigor is largely context-dependent and a °

posteriorl. That is, epistemclogital. rigor is not assessed at the outset of

L] -

] . .
or evaluation problem. Darcy (1979, 1980) illustrates this precess in the .

<

an, investigation by determining whether or not a problem is ;esearchablef rather -

rigor is assessed near the conclusion of the investigation by determining
- . \ . N

whether or ndt a problem has beenm adeguately researched (invéétigated}.

N , ’ *

r‘ .
Naturalistic or ethnographic évaluation approaches begin with problems . .

A ‘ ) .
that afe not larggly delimited. Hence, the naturalistic evaluator defines

-
+

epistemologlcal rigor in terms of whether the limits to an-;nﬁestig#t;oﬁ qf‘ .;A£“"

-
e

- \ . .
ERIC ‘ “ -
K . i * , . P N .
e rovisedor snc I | L - » 4

a problem have been reached. Guba (1978) desg:ibe% this process as ong OF - L
[ - - ) v [ - ‘-‘
reaching "closure" by applying the oriteria of “"exhaustron of resources,” . °.
+ . - . [ .
L ’ - N . - . ) + A‘b‘
. “saturation,! "emergence of reqularities,” and "overextension" to tha activity®
- . ) ) d . [
. . 4
{ o ~ - . * Fa »
» I. hd ' - G, ®
. ) ) o
\‘l ' ) ’ ' ’;. - ..( ’

l-!-p-nl---II--IIIIIIIIIIIIII!III..!..!.‘

and' the connections between variables contained in the ‘stdtement of the research-. > -
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‘wf collecting information. If these signals.for closure appear, then the ]

naturalistic evaluator is reasonahly certain that epistemgldgical rigBr has

been attained. . ' : ' L : .

o . : . .
Both approaches focus on setting the boundaries that define a researchable

.

problenu In the case of évaluation research, these boundaries are deflned in

/

i
[

terms of/cond;tlons for stating the problemk In naturallstlc evaluation., these

bopndarles are defined in terms of outer limits that signal completion of an

3

investigation.

Methodological Relevance

If we'accept the proposition that different kinds of evaluation questions

.

require different kinds of methoagiogies, then the question of methodologjical ~

* [

relevance can be asked as, "Is this panticular’method (or model) appropriate

to the guestions that I am trying to answer?" Aésessing methodological

I3

relevance is largely a matter of determining the tradedffs, in terms of

strengths and weaknesses, of methods that are available to the evalujtor? ’

3 L]
Questions of methodological relevance are largely means-end guestions.

.

It is only after knowing what we are trying to discover that we can decide
how to proceed. Por example, if we wish to test causal hypotheses, then we-

might'choose an experimental design. If we wish to act as the surogate eyes

4 -

and ears of decisibn makers who desire information about what really takes

. L . .
place in a program, then we might choose a case study approach. e

Determining mefﬁodological rélevance requifes (1) a review of the
conditions which must be present to facilitate the use of a given method

-

and (2) a careful consideration of the intrinsic strengths and weaknessgi

-
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"of the method. ‘For example., in order to make use of an eﬂperiméntal or

quasi-experimental evaluation design, conditions such.as the following must

-

obtain: a clear, precisé statement of intended program results; a reasonably

’

1 '
'controlled’ program setting; a reasonably "'uniform' treatment across

participants and over time; a large enough sample; and an ability to select
- . . -
and assign individuals randomly to treatment and control groups. or the

4

availability of a comparison group. Likewise, the ﬁéasurement of program

effects by means of objective, standardized instruments such as aptitude tests,

.
.

achievement tests, or attitude scales requirés that there be a-program logic
exhibiting valid linkages between the R%dgram's goals, the treatment delivered,

and the instruments used to measure %utcomes. :

To understand the second objective--the proﬁess of wéighing the intrinsic

merits of a given technique--consider the following review of the technique of
’ -+

documsntary analysis. This method involvés the dnalysis of written prog¥am
. - 1t

materials--e.qg., interim reports, 'internal memoranda, actiﬁity legs, etc.--

“to gain a clearer insight of program planning and operation. Its str‘ﬂ&ths

-

’e
are that It is entlre;y unoBtrusive and nonreactlve. that th' documents

thamselves are unchgﬁgihg and express "the perspectives of their authors in the
’ 7 .

'
authors' own natqral language. On the othdr hand, among its weaknesses are

;

that the docu@pnt may not be representative, it is usually unlperspectlval

represents pnlque events, ahd may be tempcrally and spatially speclflc. In

ar v

a simrlar way, every method available to the evalqabor-can be scrutinized for ,

its intrinsic adequacy or merit. . ‘ o

The activity of determining methodpiégical relevance is clearly not a

- - . 3 .

simple process. The choice of one method over another involves the evaluator

r

e
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§ #nd other parties to the evaluation in a series of trade-pffs’ for which no

set of rules will suffice. It may be tempting to say that the determination

[

of relevance should be based on the prindiple of maximizing utlllty. But

that raisés the queStion of how we are to measure utility and for whom. &

-

more plausible approach.may be to argue that instead of seeking optimal or

-

maximal sglutions‘to,thé problem of methodological relevance, we ,should adopt
a strategy of “Qatigficing“ {siﬁon, 195%}--choosing methods which are‘not
necessari{i.the best but "good enough’ givgn the goals of the‘evaluation;
the limitations of the metiods themselves, the probleﬁs inhexent in the

particular evaluation s;tuatién, and the needs of relevant'parties to the
evaluation. .
Questions of methodological relevance naturally raige the possibil;ty
of comﬁ}n;hg meihoés in a single study. The rationale for thé use of multiple
methods is captured nicely by Webb, et al. (1?66): :
Once a pr0po§ition has been coﬁfirmed by two or more
¢ measurement érocesses, the uncertainty!of its interéretation
is greatly reguced. The most persuasive evidence comes
.

through a triangulation of measurement processes. (p. 3, .

-

emph&sis added)

Dan;in (1978} further suggests that.there are fquq.tgpe$ﬁof triangulation

available: (1) data trianguplation--usding a variety of data sources,,(2)

-

investigator triangulation--using several different evaluators, (Bf methodological

' - 4
triangulation~-using several different methods to examine the same gquestions so

L

that the flaws of one method can be compensated for by.the strengths of other

methods, and (4) theory triangulation--using multiple perspectives to 1nterpret .

)

g 4w —— i e ek

ot} ma b dm bt R Y
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. . , .
the same set of eobjectives. However, thoufgh the rationale may be well-
established, actualiy effecting\e methodological mix in a given sth5§ is a ) j

complicated matter (cf. Trend, 19¥9) requiring a great deal more investigation.
*

- : ’

Methodological Rigor

-,

‘trustwoéthy' méthod, a 'sound' design lor an ‘appropriate! type of éata :

analysis, - . . . ! ’
Until very recently, tHe only available and,agreed upon standards for . ‘é

' i
: n N v '

methodological rigor were the canons‘fo) what constituted rigorous Yeientific

inguiry. For example, in their review pf federal evaluation studiesg,

LI
# . .

Bernstein and Freeman (1975) developed a composite index of scientific

*

. Standards for measuring the quality (rigor) of evaluation.research. Thelr

[ [

’ rating dcheme is shown beloy in Table 1.
v, i .

X, - ——— T e e A g e

, - " Insert Table 1 about here

mmmmmhemnne - ___________@h______ *

- . /
}\ The Bernstein and Freeman index is fairly representative of the types of

N, P .
'\\standards currently in use for judging the methodological rigor 'of both - -t

. -

research .and evalﬁaﬁion_studigs. Similar sets of standards are commonly

employed in assessing the-internal and external validity of 'research éesigns

,(Campbell and stanley, 1966; Cook and Campbell, 1979), the psychome®ric’
prope;tigﬁ of -measurement devices (Guil ford, 1954; Nunnally, 1978), etc,

¢
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Standards fior.assessing the methodologioal rigor of evaluafion studies -

o

\ :
oonducted in a naturalgstic or ethnograpﬁdc mode are far,kess well developed

‘;
.t

A recent paper by Guba (L& press) represents one qﬁﬂéhe first attempts to .
. X oy ) .

specify standards for naturalistic studies. "%able 2 below displays the

crlterla whlch Guba proposes for aSsesslng the methodalogical rlgor
¥ -
(“trustworthiness") of.nﬁturallstlc 1nquxr1es. Guba defines the naturalistic

investigator's analog for criteria such as objectivity ("confirmability"},
¥

]

reliability (“dependability"}, generalizability ("transferability"”), and,

internal validity (“"credibility") and lists End'briefiy explains methods -

that might be useq to determine whether these griteria have beén met.
~ - * . |- +

g et em o e ———— e —W——-.uﬁ—n—+—————~——————ﬂ - ———

r f
- * ) ! +
\ ) ., Insert Table 2 about hexe ’

o ——— . - oy [E— P ——

*

Efforts such asr this to speoffy the standards for judglng not only tHe dESan

but’ the product of naturalistic inquiries are indispensable in view ¢f the
]

I‘groﬁiné interest in.the usé of natura;istio and ethnographiquethods.

L]

-

Relationships Between Rigor and Relevance ' T

-

The'preceding four categories of rigor and relevance--epistemological

. . . -
rigor, epistemologioal relevancer methodological relevance: and.dethodo{ogical

riéor——have heen presented in their most,logical sequéncei It should he
apperegt that effQrts to frame a question in a rigorous way_suohld oommence
only after it‘is determined eh;t'it is that we are Eski%g_{ Jgkewise {assuming
o~ . '
- the existente of standards for judglng the rigor of both quantitatlve and

J b

qualxtatfve methods), it is reasonable to believe that gues tions of which

1

Rigor and Relevance'

¥
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" method to use can be settled beforé examining how these metheds might be’

used {or whether they have been used) in the most rigorous fashion.
. a B .
This analysis of rigor and relb\vance has also demonstrated that these
’

L

notions are not necessarily inversely related. 3In other words: an increase
y ! .

1 - .
. .in f%levance'neéd not result in a decrease in rigor and vice-versa. To be .

@«sure, the foux‘qimensions of. ‘rigof ana relevance are not orthogonal. For. P

- P

example, an assessment of epistemoloq}cal relevancé\dnforms the assessment
. _ d . X y

‘of_aethcidgloqica}’relevance. Nevertheless, one need not al{\rays tra}edff X

*

rigor for relevance.

. -

i

- ¢ B tow " L1 . . - . .
Tradeoffs between riger and relevance frequeptly (and qqite inappropriately)
. v’ . . “
characterize the chqice of eviluation and research methods., 1It.is argued that
; .. 4 N

. 4
L]
"

Y one Must chopese. between ‘rigorous and relevant methods. This demonstrates a .
- ——— - v - -

L *

confounding of the notions of héthodologicél rigor’ and methodological }elewanéa.
As was discussed above, the relevance of any méthod EanNBe assessed with *
. - \ ,

ra
B ¥ ' .7

respect to the goals of the research sir eval;;tion. Methods are instrumghtalities;

» .
* -

' the suitability of a method for meefing_thg goals of inquiry determine its .

1 — .

relgvance. Rigor is another matter. Once a jpelevant method hag™been chosen,

- r

. ' . . "
steps can be taken to ensure the rigorous use of that method. The only‘well-
developed and aéreed upon qtandaréé_for rigor apply to the use of)quqntitative'

-methods. We have ohly recéntlg begun to investigate standards for }igor that

govern the use of qualitative methods. It is not the case that qualitative -

¢
—

methods are inherently non-rigorous {and herfte, somehow moré relevant)’, but *
- . t v

that, at pre%ent, we are uncertain of how to judge whether they have beer
f . - -

L

used in. asrigorous fashion. s !

.

L

.

L
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Rigo} and'Relevandé in Vocational Education Evaluation .

Given the diversity of approaches té and methods for evaluating

LY - .

vocational education programs, it is hazardous to offer general statements
s ~ ' L] . *

A »
S ' . . .
. regarding the exXtent to which the enterprise of vocational education ¢

evaluation is. addressing these questjons of rigdr and -relévance.. However, it

L]

is commonplace to find guestions of rigor and relevarce addressed to varying £ -

ra 1] A . .
/ - . N
% degrees within the context of particular methods or approaches. From these
' b}

N .

.discussions there emerge several central tendencies which are discussed below.

. )
[ a7 -

EpistemOIOgicaf rélevance is emergihg as a primary concern after several

- ' . years of evaluation efforts. For example, following a two-year study of

. . & -
) . vocational education outcomes by the National Center for Research in .

a -
-

*ntional Education (barcy, 1979, 1980) it was recommended that:
. . . i ; - .
In planning evaluation studies, care should be taken to ¢

a
.
'

- ' determine clearly what is o be-ﬁ;gluated'and ~vhat , + )
criterja, data, and evaluation standards &fg ts be used.’

’

(Darcyg, 1980, p. 70) o - ' :

This recommendation stems frdim several findings of this study which peint to ‘

T
shortcomings in assessing epistemological relevance: (1) Terms such asg
— .

'outcomes,’ ‘cutcdome measures,® 'program goals,' and 'program benefits' lack

precise Hefinitionh (2} 1% s not ‘clear what is being evaluated--outcomes,

-

. groups of‘sﬁudénts, programs, etc., (3) There is-little appreciation of the

range, diversity, and complexity of possible outcome$, and (4) The relative I

importance of outcomes vis-a-vis other typesfbf evaluation has not been well
- ¢ " "' . ! [

Aaddressed. . ’

o - @ o .
ERIC - AR ‘

{ K . \
P v | . ) . . ) )
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The issue of epistemologioal relevance, has-ﬁeen aIluded to in dﬁher

L]

L PP

Ty
ways as well. 1In dlscusslng the fplleotlon of evaluatlve data by)means of {*‘#'

N

a standardized vocational. education data system wes (1938) potedjihaf
. i _ p A .

- - .- F el
answering hestions of why data-are to be collected {a dimension of as,sessirig’&““
. ‘ <

epistemological relevance) will determine the use and ‘utility of such a

- (
system Kievit {1978) sought to lay out a ratlonale for 11nk1ng kinds of /,»—-*4%
. s e
evaluative data to the values perspectives of potent1a1 usbrs. thereby*
addressing the question of why vocational education programs are in need i
of evaluation, ' .. -
Determining epistemclogical rigor has always been, and will likely ) R

remain, a major concern of vooational evaluators. For example, Leoht'sﬁgg

{1974) discussion of indicators of ‘vocational program success gan bd viewed .

largely as an attempt to address questions oﬁ.egigpemologioal rigdr in the

]

definition and Jneasurgprent of thosge indioators. ﬁgst reoehtly, the link

between eptsiem‘éfgroal rigor and relevance has been demonstrated in the

vodational eduoation outcomes study noted earlter The study attempted o

document eplstemologloal relevance for outcomes evaluatlon bg/requlrlng

(1 a olear rataonale for the cholce of arf outcome, (2) ;viﬁpnoe oé the
appropriateness ofiasgiven outcolte as a basis for program evaluation.

(3) illustration of the potential impact oflresults..amd“(4) identifioation K
of relevant audiences for\evaluative informatioﬁ. As noted earlier, the

study then addressed epistémological rigor by indioatingrhow outcome

statements are to be translated inte empirical measures of outcomes. Owing

to the relatively recent importation of gualitative technigues to vocational

" r .
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evaluation, there are no commentaries on procedures for establishing
. . L}
epistemological &igor in ethnographic or naturalistic vocational evaluation
S - : . -

studiés. -

- L)
]

However, as glternative methodologies for evaluating social programs

have' found their way into evaluations of vocational programs, discussions

e
&

of methodological yelevance have emefged, Bolland (1979), for example,

>

briefly addresses ‘the quéstion ofquthodologdcal reievance by listing the
relative strengths end weexnesses of varioustdata gathering techniques in
her review of vocatiohal educetiod outcomes studies. Grasso (1979)

discusses the suitabili§§ of impactﬂevaluation for meeting'the.évaluatioq

reqdiremeﬁts spelled out in the 1976 vocational educgtion legislation. .

Spirer -{1980) points“to%the utility of the case study methoed in vocational

1the‘implications'of combining quantitative and qualitative methods.

edusation evaluation. ‘Bonnet (1979) discusses alternative 'methods for

measyring the outcomes ot career gducation in view of the outcome goals

- TH

set by the folce &F Catger Educatuan. Flnally, Riffel (198Q) recently

. offered a very reflexixe presentation ot the utility of ‘the case study

* 4

approach in the Vocational Eduoatlon Study, and Pearsol {1980) commented on

=

" ~

ﬁethodological rlgqr has perhaps been the mast frequently addressed

- '
]

: aspect of rlgor and relevaqge in vocational educatich evaluatlon Most, if

not dll of these d1scu951ons are concerned w1£h speozfylng standards for

: N foa -
scientific rigor as it is commonlyvperceived in the research community.
R I ’

" Hence, Bolland (1979) specifies eight basic components of a sound research

report. Morell (1972} and Franéhak.end&Spirer {197B) address design and

L
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statlstgcal issues #n the appllcatlon of follow-up research to vocational
1.

. » evaluation ‘ Borg&tta 1;??9) dlscusses the requlrements for. ‘good’.
. experlmental and qu351 expeflmental designs._ﬂ' . <y
. : ] . .
’ Several papers address questions of methodologlcal rigor and relevance

- -

sifmultaneously in reviewing,a particular f?sparch technique.” Pucel {1979)

addresses qu%stions of methodological relevance by pointing to the types of

-

questions that can behansweredwkhrough ldngitudinal studies. He also foqpses

-

- on aspectls of méthodological rigor.in the use of the method {e.g., solving 4

- -

problems in implementétion. spgeifying typeg of data to be collected, atc.).

L4
Likewise, Franchak; et al, (1980) seek to demonstrate methodologlcal relgvance, N |
~ - Q
hY‘llnklngsthe use -of long1tud1nal rmethods to critical data needs in vocatlona& »

educatien, and they address problems of rigor in reviewing kasic strategies
‘d P : . )
and procedures for lbngitudinal studies. Similarly, several publigations in

i:'mc"_ "
the Career Education Measurement Series {e.g., McCaslin: et al., 1979;

McCaslin and Walker, 1979) address both methodological rigor and relgvance in

-

discussing the selection, evaluation, and deéign of instruments to evaluate

*

. career educatiom, . : N ‘ . .
In summary, the importance of adidressing the issues of epig}emological
B . . I

“and methodological rigor and relevance can be seen in Lee's (1979) discussion '

of the factors governing the use of evaluation data. Lé¢ identifies the
® - . )
- 1
following five factors: (1) availability {making. evaluagion data available

, to users it a way that can.be readily understood), (2) re 1ab111ty. (3)
Credlblllty, (4) utility (collectlng, anq;yzing, and lnterpretlng evaluatlon
¥ +# ;

data in view of their potentigl uses), and (5) consistencv (collecting,
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anaiyzing. and making available q?ta ;ithin the bﬁﬁFdériés of posgsible ' oo

action). It is possible to recast these factors as functions of addressing

&

rigor and relevance in evaluation studies. Thué. failure to éddreés &. T "‘ n St
qiestions of epis;emological.relevaﬁce may leadwto pr?bi;ms in éog§ist§ncy <o i
and utility; failure to address quest%ons of gpistemologitcal rigor.and gugstions _T\i
of methodolggical rigor nay ;ésult in prbblemg with feliability and cré&ibilityf
'finally, f?ilure to address questions of methodological relevance ma z;aa o ’
' . p?leems with utility and availability. ’ ‘ ’ Y - - :/] :

-

It ) , Avenues for Future Study ’ . '

' . - .

X " hll four dimehsions of rigor and relevance discussed in this gaper
warrant further attention by ‘the cnmmuni;y of vocétioAaI education evaluators
and researchers. Epistemological relevance--determining what is to be

"evaluated and why--must cleér%y be our-forémo%ﬁ’conbern. Premature focus on
é R
the 'seledion of a;[lsp;opriate methods will likely énco:?rage ‘tlg,e approach of
' Sojutions In search of éréblems.' That is, we may attempt to fit existing {
N {and new ;nd developing) evaluati;n“stfategiéé to particular vocatiohal

-
[

education evaluation problems without first undergtanding what it is we wish
«

to know and why. There should be nﬁ‘equivocatingﬁ arguing that we have the

'right' solution but the 'wroné' problem is simply an argument for the’wrong
. 4 .
solutiqp. We should not hesitaté’to retreat. from solutions to make a more
- ' - .
careful diagnosis of the problem. °

-
r

Attending ta'qpisﬁemolog;cal rigéq presents us with two different types
\ l . : .

L4

qf problems."lt appears that we are fully in-paossgssion of the knowledge of

.
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what_cbﬁstiéutes a testable or mea%urable probleﬁ from a p&sitivistié
pefsPective. at we need are mor; attempts, such as that demonstrated in

the vécatioﬂal;eduéatidh outéomeslﬁtudy, té apply this knowledge to pa?ticular
evaluation gu stions:' on t@e othér hand:_as naturalistic inquiry becomes

increasingly'relevant to evaluati$ns of vocational‘education programs, we
| 1
will need t devote our - efforts—tP 5pec1fy1ng procedures for determ;ning the

——

boundaries pf such 1nuestxgations, The lack of & Erlorl constralnts,

characteristic of-this approachpfdoes not imply a total lack or regard for

-

constra1n¥; which demonstrate rqmor in the 1nvestlgatlon of problems: .

Me odoioglcal relevance--lncludxng both an assessment of the intrlnsxc

/

uethodﬁf-demanda our most careful atiention, le'st the cho%ce of methods
i L | .

Fl

merits methods and an investigation of the possibilities for combining

becomeg sumply a matter of what ié'currently in vogue. We must guard against

"the ndématlve appeal of certaxn establlshed methods as being the most, (or

the 1y} ratlonal' strategles and 1nvestlgate the contextual 11mr%s

govefning the .scope of these sggateg;es. We must be careful not to mistake
. = \\ .

evi@ence of the inapplicability of certain methods as-simply problems with

[

implementafion. / ) . ) cf//

Finally, in the area of methodological rigor, we lack little knowledge
of traditional .standards for assessing the scientific adeguacy of guantitative

methdds and experimental designs. Yet, we are largely ignorant of how to /

-

judge the merit of case stydies, emergent designs; and similqr methods and ; (

tools associated with naturalistic or ethnographic inquaries., ¢
In general, we need to become more'open and public about our discussions
I} ‘ - ’
or rigor and relevance. There are relatively few-acoounts of the conduct of
"

+ !

F )




: : U ‘ ~

- . - . v i .

o= ' . JZ' ) ‘f S i . Rigor and Relevance
bo * . iy LY . * [ 4 ,‘ 18
L o) R . < - ’ o

. ' ' - - -
e, - 1 . - B

. ocat;0qql‘éﬁuﬁazion.inéuiries that are reflexive. Reflexivityﬁgefefs to‘phe'

4 EY
- aﬁécity of thought to bend back upon itself, to become an object to itself
e et 3
I LA
' ‘(Ruby, 1980). To-be reéflexive is not the same as being self-conscious or .
* . ’réflécﬁive‘ Most evaluators and researchers are probably sélf-conscious, yet
' that;kipd of awarenesgs remains private knowledge for the inquirer, detached
’ ‘fgom the product of his or her inquiry. There are relatively few accounts of
incquiry in which inquirers reveal the epistemclogical "and axiological -
’ . asgsumptions which caused them to choose a particul?r set of questions to
investigate, to seek answers to those guestions in a particular way, and, .
’ finally, to preéent their findings in a parQ{gular way. By engaging in this
&%
kind of, reflexivity about our regearch and evaluation, we are more lifﬁly
to address critical issues in rigor and relevance. '
- » - .
»
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Sampling
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Procedures
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Criteria for Assessing the Quality
of Evaluation Research*
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TABLE 1 o

' -
15».? ‘r

.

Rating
systematic -
nonrandom, clustér, or nonsystematic

»

quantitative )
qualitative and guantitative. £
gualitative ¢ .

multivariate

descrdptive .

ratings from qualitative data

narrative data only"*

no systematic material

experimental or quasi-experimental -

with randomization and control gréups
experimental or quasi-experimental without
both randomization and control groups
longitudinal or cross-sectional without
control or comparison
descriptive, narrative 7

T

Fl

representative
possibly representative
haphazard

judged adequate in face validity
judged less than adeguate in face validity

. L3
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Aspect of Method,
Study, Procedure

Truth Value

Applicability -
t
Consistency

"Neutrality
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#
¢
[ ‘ 'o | '
PR

, Credibility

of Naturalistic Ingquiries*
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‘ .

* +
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Methods -for Determining
Whether Criteria Are Met

Prolonged engagement at¥

site, Peer debriéfing, .
Priangulation, Member
checks, Collection of
referential adequacy
materials P

.-
d v

Theoretlcal/puxp051ve
sampiinga Collection of
'thlck" dESCIlptlve datd .
-Overlap metheds , Stgpwlse
jrepllcatlon Establdsh
“audlt“ tra%l .o
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