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’ Teaching‘Evaluation Research

via a Semester-Long Simulation : o,

-~
-

In recent years a growing numker of psychologists,.especially

Y

those in’ the field of community- psychology, have become involved

in program evaluation (e.g., Cowen & ée ten $1980 Dowell & Kriesel,
Lo 1981; Guttentag &- struening, 1975 Lachenm yer., 1980, Perloff &
Perloff, 1977 SpielberPEr, Piacenté, & Hobfdll 1976, Stenmark,. v

1977). Not surprisingly, this trend has been acQonpanied by the

'\

Yoy across the country. Ideally, these courses would al'ays provide
‘ \ [+

students with the opportunity to supplement their clas rocﬁ~learning .
. with scme form of participation in an actual program*evaluation.
7 What options are available ‘to the instructor, however, when the )
- opportunity to evaluate & "real world" program does not exist fo?
all ‘of the class? .One possibilit& is to ﬁ;ve students engage in a-
"shnulated program evaluation. Northman (Note 1) reports success
Vo= with such’an approach when it was: used as part of a one-week insti- |
tute‘in program planning and evaluation'attended by human service

'e_adninistrators, clinicians, and graduate students. The p§a§25t '

paper . describes a more elaborate simulation employed in a semester-.

t4

B . - J
T long graduate course in evaluation research. ! - .
. Y = - : :
'. Do <N T ‘Methdd e’ " : .
L ,' ¢ 7 ’ . ’ . ‘*. . , :
u : Particigantg T Tt . -""f R

Nineteen students in an M.A. program in clinical.community

psychology participated in the s ufgtion, which was tonducted as_




3

s L » , ; . [
part of an evaluation research course.. There were also eight =

[

atudents in the course who ﬁad the opportunity to evaluate real

programs. These igdividuals did net participate in the simulation

and their experiences will not ‘be focused on in’ this paper.

quceduge

-

Phase 1 (weeks 1-5). Early in the. semester students/sorted '.~
themselves into groups of three or four membeg; each for the-rsimula- -
g

tion. A one-page description of the "Midtown Muiti- Service Center,

a fictitious. community agency, was given to students in each of the

.o -

five groups that were fonned 1 Intentionally omitted from this i
descxiption was information which a skilled e@aluator would probably -
wish to examine befora.generating an evaluation plan (e gey @Nn organ-.
izational chart depicting the Center's structure in detail). Most

of the description dealt with the Center's counseling serv1ce, which-

»
°
-~
.

evaluate. . , ) . . . to. .

. - . K

thﬁ_organization's Board'of Directors gas askingpeach group to .

?

- ohd first task for each group was to/ submit to the Beaé:d a

written proposal (8-10 pages) for -evaluating the counseéling service. -

Each group was instructed to address the following questions in its’ o

proposal. B o . . o 7;‘ . . ‘;}\‘

. 1. - At a general level, how should the-evaluation.task be’

S - . » ,
.. s ° .
- v

( conceptualized? R _ o "
2. What special evaluation problems are associated with this

T

ask and/on setting, and how might these problems be handled?

'3: What’methods should be uséd to detenmine the goals of -the ..."3'

i
<, ~ e

= ' ‘ " 7 . L
counseling service?~ ) : - ¢

4. What criteria should be used to delect a subset of these -
N\ - ) . e
goals upon which the evaluation might focus? LY ' ’

-e’

.
. - N
. . R . ‘» , -
i 4 . .
" o
' - . . .
- e
” . x -
. , .
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5. That is an approp iate research design for assessing the

peyformance with respéct to a‘given subset of

-,

counseling services

these goals? -

i L

6. To what extent is it feasible and_ appropriate to evaluate

tog

; ’] the counseIing service on the dimensions of effort, efficiency,

(3

process, and adequacy ofzperformance (Suchman, 1967, pp. 60-71)%2
In the course of preparing its proposal each group could submit
\ . ) . - . .
w?o

five questions in writing to the Center's Executive Director,

: @
was role-played by the course's instructor.

-

expectation t&at questions~would focus on information which was

missing fgan the one-page description of the Eenter pbut which class

4

lecturés had indicated was relevant to preparing ‘an evaluation

[ L
! o . .o -,

*ptoposal.
For the purpose of responding to the questions and clarifying

any misunderstandings concerning these respoqses, a meeting was held

+

‘between.each group and the director. Snme answers could simply be

It was the instructor's-

given orally, while others were sufficiently complex and/or detailed?

that a written reply was requ1red.

° o
L]

. s
W,“

I8

'

-

Phase 2 (Weeks 6-9).

After the proposals were evalua ed by

‘the'instructor and-returned, a second proposal was nequeste .

_proposal was to contain the following. ——

—
w2

1.

This

v,

A more detailed descripfion of the experimental or quasi-,

'expernnental evaluation research design which the, group recommended

¢

in its: initial proposal.>
design, it could modify it for the second proposal )
a discussion of: - .

' e
d.

!

v

how'the design’ handled: each of the major

validity outlined by Campbell and Stanley (1966) ;

<

z N R

(If the group was unhappy with' the first

This.required

A
L]

threati to' L.

-

A

[y
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b.
design would be employe
c.

)

control conditionsj and

how blocking,:

Cif at all);

AN

concomitant variables, and/or factorial

-
-

how subject would be assigned to experimental and

-

d.

the time frame and: sample size Jfor the study.

 to be. used in the evaluation. '

service on issues relevant to the evaluation.

4

4.

. - might be used in agency decision-making. S

-

0

2

-~

couldaaddness five questions t6 the director. -

-

*

.

! ) . 2. A general discussion of the proceés and outcome measures

»

3.. ‘A one-page questionnaire constructed by the group which

~
v would assess the.Board of Directors' perceptions of the counseling
A discussion of how the data emerging fxom the evaluation

AS was the case with the simulatioﬂs first phase, .each group

~

L)

s

vt

.

¢

>

<

The simulations final stage presented

, Ph se 3 (WeeKs 10- 142.
©\

the groups with “two tasks. First, each group analyzed a fictitious

%
set of pre- and post-measures. preparedlby the instruetor describing

the psychosociak adjustment of three subgroups (depressed, psychoticy
(A1l partic1pants in °

anxious) of the\counseling service's clients,

. the simulatibn received the same data.) the data were constructed '
) ¢

-7 so, that each subgroup exhibited a differentapattern of improvenent/

¥
¢
' . s ‘ . LoE -

nonimprovement. L i ) ~ .

-~

RN . Second, each group prepared a canprehensive final evaluation

. .o s 3\ \ A

N ) thewgunEtioning of the counseling Service. Once again, fi

™ :sd\re\giizzed. The simulation ended with the instructor's evaluatio
" PR 2

L . 4 . . ‘. . . ”

.
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\ v ' ' T e ™ . .
of these reperts. / . . e : , .
' 7/ L Results~ - '

. Data relevant to the effectiveness of the simulation come from

" four major sources: an anonymous'questionnaire-completed by-parti-

 cipants after the ourse endéd; the questiqns asked by the groups;

-7
the proposals and final, reports~ and the instructor's nformal

observations. . S ' f &, 1.3
Quesgionnaire Responses ‘ . _ h
. ' .Responses to Likert—typéQitems on the questionnaire indicated "\
‘ hat students.evaluated the sﬂnulation quite*positively. Specifi-
’ [:ally, the simulation was seen as.a, well organized interesting,. ? .

.

and effectiVe teaching devid@*/>ich contributed significantly to
the™ quality of the course (See Appendix A, items 1—4)., ‘The Omission

of relevant infonna;ion from the Multi-Service Center description,

« .

: the procedure of allowing groups. to question the director, and the

requirement of three papers during the. simulation were all viewed *

as pedagogically useful - (see Appendix A, ’items 5-7). :

A d

Participants believed that the simulation élearly succeeded in B
"giving them the opportuhity to: 1. apply in an evaluation ‘'setting ‘
/- - . .
. e . -~ * . i
the approaches-and techniques discussed in class1'and 2. apprec}ate .

ufirst-hand" some of'the difficulties'involvgd;in~doing an evalua-
/

tion (see Appendix B, itens 1, 2). With ;vsoect to the goal of .

¢ .

having students experience the processes involved in working on arr .

evaluation team, the simulation‘fared less\we11.~ half of the

respoﬁuents jddged the simulatién to only be "somewhat" successful

“in achieving that objective (see Appendix B,-item 3).2 . T
- N . — . ., ;J * _ ) ’ . ¥

L



- .

Tt should be noted that although the participants tended to '

pbelieVe that the simulation resulted in leSs learning ﬁor them than

) participating in a real evaluatiqn would have, they also thought

2

.
v

.

Al

the former technique allpwed for more fair and 2quitable’ grading of
'stug?nts than the latter (see Appendix A, items 8, 9). /,
wWhen asked in an open-ended question to indicate what was the
most valuable aspect of the sﬁnulation for them, most participants
pointed\either to the opportunity to apply concepts learned 1n
class or, more specifically, to the challenge involved in developing
ran appropriate research design for their proposal. When the question'
focused on the least valugble aspect “of the simulation, the most
frequéent response dealt with the statistical analysis that students
had ‘to perform on the data set prqvided them by the instructor. ’

Group Questions ' h Lt ) »

" The groups generally made good ase of their allotted questions .
-

- to focus on the information gaps characterizing the description of

v

the setting. Inquiries routinely dealt with such issues as the
S : ) T3 . _
centerls‘organizational structure, its official mandate, the demo-

P} a

graphic characteristics of the counseling service's clientele, the

range of~client prohlems;encopntered,‘and the procedures-for assigning
‘. I e 2 . ,

clients to staff. = - . - ) . - , .
. . . ‘

On occasion the in£ormation requested (e. gm, the Center's annual

°

report) exceeded in scope what the instructor could provide. There

were, also tﬂnes when, either deliberately or inadvertently, groups

: presented as one question what actually were “two clearly separable

‘A'inquiries. In these instances the instructor would respond by drawing

‘4

the group's attention to the pxoblem and asking them either




E
. .
< - ‘ ' * 7.

s _

draw one of the ques§ions or to present them~as two distinct items.,‘

Prop_sals and Final Reports 4 : ) ~ ‘ <.

v

‘" . The quality'of the proppsals and~final reports Varied from group ,

to group, raﬁging from acceptable but mediocre to outstanding. Not
surprisingly, there seemed to be a positive relationship between the
. quality of the questiops a grouyp asked during a given.phase of the
sﬁhulation and the quality of the proposal or report it subsequently
produced. In additien, groups primarily canposed of individuals who

excelled in traditional classroom activities (e g., tests) also tended

LY

to do, well in the simulatioq. In asSessing the significance of these

-relationships»caution needs to be exercised, however, given that all

evaluations of student performance-emanated from the same source,

‘Loeay the i;%tm” L P ' : SO e

Informal Obse}vataons ,'}/' t ’ . - :
Students appeared ‘te. become quite involved in the simulation

-

S,

and devoted significantly more out-of-class “time to, it than the.

1nstructor had expected they would.  While this latter occurrence

——

-

' may have been partially due to the simulation'requiring moreAWork
. on the part of" students‘than had been intended, the, students'

_' perceptién of their task as a challenging and intriguing one‘also
\ .

i N -

. seemed to be a major contributing factor. ) - -~
. 3 i .
¢ A moderately competitive atmosphereﬁgeveloped among ‘the groups,
R <

accompanied by - expressions ofoanxiety and frustration (e ge. (."Too

S [N

many things age’ beyond our control herel", "We don't have enough ¢
infonnationx" "There's never enough timel") familiar to anyone

who has been-a fledgling evaluator in the réal world. In addition,
. 3 , L : : )

~
Al
[

> N

»




‘E‘ . whlch had received no training in evaluation prior.to the semester

L4 . .
v M A
“’ L .

+hroughout\the simulation “the groups’ could be observed grapqling

with'a variety of process 1$sues (e.g., methods of decision—making,

'Lntra-group conflict. communication) relevant to smallégroup
dynamics. - . K o ' -
g. - A} ~

- 3 } Discussion. : . T <

-

The findings of thisstudy suggest that teaching*evaluation

‘research via simulatiOn need not be confined to short-term courses.

.

It must be emphas1zed, however, that\monducting a simulated program

) evaluation is no substitute for conducting a real one, and the first

priority of instructors should be to provide their students with the

“latter experience. . , ' V'
. Voo £ ’

. Pdrhaps' the ideal”arrangement would be one where a simulated
. . ; . wh

,

évaluation‘was conducted during the first'semester of a two-Semester

.program evaluatiéb course, with a real ev&iigtion taking place:- during

f -~

the second semester. Such an approach wouid result in students ‘being
’ better prepared for the real evaluation than if they we}; exposed

o both to. the course content and to the real evaluation simultaneously,

L as,is bfters the’ case. Indeed, in a course "involving a real drogram
~ .

evaluation it would be, instructive to have three groups of students

whose performances could be compared. the first group would be one

»

in guestion;rthe,second would have had a lescture course only; and

R . ; - . s ° ' ’ ..
+he third would have had a lecture course which included a’ simulation.
Y 3 . L*

Regardless of how a simulation is integrated into a‘course ..

sequence in program evaluation, the simulation described in this

. paper’ could be improved;in several ways. Several questionnaire :l

. , . - . B . «
r ‘ v L . [ 9

. . N .

.
.o




by the instructor. These guidelines would obvious , ~not focus on

-~

the content of the questions, but would instead deal \with’ such

.
- ~

|

) ‘ issues as format and scope. o~ k\ : ' ‘
k . - - ~

|

|

' . ', Confusion on the part of students during the simulation would

alsq be reduced if clearer guidelines were prov1ded concerning the
N 1)

expected format for the other written a<51gnments. Distributing

* . . sample proposals and final reports to,the class would probably be »

)
. . » - -
’

. " heipful here. . ‘ |
, |

. Rather than g1v1ng all groups the same pre- and post-data to

-

analyze difﬁerent sets of data appropriate to the designs proposed

, . by each group might he used. This procedure would link in a more |
meaningful way- the task of preparing the final report (o that of ‘§ . E
generating the proposals. Ques&ionnaire responses indicated, that’ I
B 'the maJor reason for the data-ana}ysis phase being so frequently

) (‘ cited as the least valuable aspect: of the simulation was that many

« . of the students were quite disappointed at not being allowed/to "\;

-

"ollow through on their own designs. Since the*task of. 1ndiV1dua1-'

i21ng data- sets woulg 1gnificant1y increase the 1nstructor's work- .

"o load however, it might only be feasible in courses- where Ey graduate. .

“
'} ~

. ) assistant was‘available.; 1'

.

More could be 1earned from the simulation if it incorporated' T
in nreater measure the bureaucratic processes, political conflicts, o
N s :

"and budgetary constraints with which Qne must contend in real evalua-

'

tions. This might be achieved in part by making the initial setting

- . ‘

descriptions more elabonate, though care must be taken to preserve




" to take onali.fg of l,)QS own.?'. s

‘ . . : ) { - ‘ . o 10. 1
3 ) "y . { ~ T, . * T . - . T
s 4 s . Py R L oe ¢ . . ‘
‘the information gaps that students should fill in themselves through

-

questions.° @ne could also increase the simulatiods ability to capture

" the. ongoing dynamics of evaluation by,introducing information at

various polnts throughout the simulation which complicated the. A

-

{ -
)

'-scenario. In additiony- groups could be permitted\to qUestion a

S - ® .

variety of indiViduals within and outSide of the agency as role- - ¥,

f layed by the fnstrUCtor, wi'th the latter being free to exhibit .
varying degrees of/Looperativenessf secrecy, trust, etc.." ‘ szf :

e The richhess of a given program, evaluation'simulation, in terms

- »

of the amount of realistié detail characterizing it, will tend to

»

increase from ‘semester to semester 3s the instructor adds a few new 5

I’ 14

touches each time. . A particularly effective means of accomplishing

¢

-\this is to generpte supportindﬂnaterials foF the simulation 'in the

form of fictitious annual reports, sgaff handbooks, fundfhg proposals,

> , o

osummary,minutes of staff and-board meetings etc.. Indeed, as this s

auxiliary material accumulates the simulation setting ahnost begins
4 : ‘

r
1

., . N \‘ ‘. ~ . (" R
. Finally, the systematic recording‘of questions asked by the ‘if

23

. o

.grodps wouldﬁassist the instructor,in identifying areas of program ©,

¢ .
evaluation that warrant greater attention “in. course lectures._ It}

4

.

-~ e

would be important here to assess;not only, whether t/? appropriate
13 ,(‘ »

- . T e

domains of progran evaluation were being addressed by ‘the questions,

I

but_also~whether the questions Were formulated in a way which indicated
an adéquate understanding of hdw to solicit information w Lthin a
'/ A )

: /.
= oiven domain. Whef the groups' questions are examined.in this fashion,

'. ,5 . .
N A .

I
7 the simulation becomes a method for increaSing not only the shudent's

’ '

effectiveneSs in-the real world, biut tthe instructor's effectiveness
; ) : . o ‘ : . s

. [ in’the ¢lassroom .as well.”. ; ' . .

. PR - ‘ < -
A - , . o . " - - -

4 LY ; - . R




fkppendix @

Simu%atfpﬁ,Questionnaire Results:
‘A R ll .» \A .
: ' o . | . Mean

. S : - : Response
. - - ==

: How-well(organizgx did you feel, the' simulated
. evaluation was? l=very well organized, 7=very
Poorly organized] ~ T . N et
by (2
%. How*interestlng dld you find the simulated .
_evaluation? [}-very interesting, 7=not at all
\ interesting] . . .,

L]
-

3. How would yourrate the overall effectiveness of
the simulatéd evaluation as' a teaching device?
ﬁ,very effectlve, 7=not at all effectlve]

If the simulated evaluation were removed frop the
course (with no other procedure substituted), what
‘do you think would be the, effect on’the course?.
{i~would greatly decreafe® its. quality, 7-wou1d
gYeatly 1ncrease its quality] T T

In the simulated evaluatlon an\attempt was made to
- approximate) the difficulties. often “faced by a réal
‘evaluation team by not -initially reveallng all of - .
the information akout the hypothetical agency:that.
B was needed - to tomplete the evaluatlon. How useful
. - va_teaching device do you feel this rocedure was?
ﬁ_very'usefui 7=not ‘at .all, usefulj

¢ e
v .

6. Five questlons concerning unknown facts "about the
- agency were allowed lbefore each of the proposals

and final reports were due. ~How useful a teaching
~.device do you feel this procedure was? - (}gvery'use- . .
ful, 7=not at all uSefuﬂ . : - R P
7..° Three papers were requ1red durlng ‘the’ semester. an

. initial proposal, a second proposal, and a final

o evaluation report. How useful.a teaching device do
t  wyou feel this procedure ‘was? _@ﬂvery useful, 7=not
Tt at all uséfu]ﬂ - " S

¢
-

L 8 - Compared to the students who-partlcapated in a real
" ;- evaluation during the semester, how much do you -think
_ - yourlearned froim the 'simulated evaluation? 1=much '
more .than they dld, 7-much less than _they di .

9. Compared to a real evaluation, to what. extent do you
- feel that the simulated -evaluation’ technique. aliowed . -
..for fair, equitable -grading of course ‘work? - {lesimulated,
" evaludtien much more faiq,,, simulated'evaluation much
less: rair] ‘ ' : Y '

H PR
. . . , . ., - .
. . - I * P ‘. e ar . .. L .. h .
n= e < . Ty . -~ - ‘ Lo
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N Appendix B . | Ve ; e

~ : ) . (e
“ . ‘ Simulation QpeStionQaire Results: .II
\_/‘."’ h * ‘ ' . -’

N ) N No. of responses

. R Qgry- moderately . , .
Item .~ well - well . somewhat _ minimally  at all *

N . ) A . . ‘
'To what -extent do yous ‘ o - S
feel the simulated evalua- . : v
tion achieved each of the .
following objectives?. -
1. ' To 1ink the class .
lectures with an : —_ £
. opportunity to apply’ L,
these approaches and o - .
techriiques in an _ .
evaluation setting. - 6 8 &
2. To appreciate "first- N . L
‘ harid" some of the dif- ~ L L - -
ficulties involved in’ %, R

actually doipg an - .- K b o -
_evaluation:/ - 7 6. ©3 - -

3. .To'experience the . : = _ _—
. process involved when .°, i
one works'as a member : e T . . .
‘of a group assigned . ‘ : ST .
the task,of conducting ‘ o ) R R S
an evaluation. 6 8 . - - .,
» “ e . N - . ‘
A ) e e . @ . ' . ‘.
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