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Koo L The somam ) oduced a¢ Learning Research and Development C?pxer . E. B)Lﬁ&)t \
!—"‘ received from ll'ze person of orgamzaton R . * .
N R:Alllgc:'a:::nl;es have been made 10 tmprove ' : }quvers itx of Pit tsburgh‘ -
O . reproduction-quality - - ° . ; ) ‘
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N position of pohcy N - . ’
In his excellent review of needs assessments in educational !
evaluation, Stufflebeam 02977) points out that he found actual ‘examples ' ’ .1
2 ‘ . .
) of needs assessments to be ' Q much better source of oper?mional guidance : |
for doing needs assessments than was the thebreticai lizerabure of - e A f
- . ~ * ® ‘e \_ Y T j
o evaluation"o(p, ! 105. v Similarly, Alkin, Daillak and White K1979).' g . AR
demonstrate tke value of case studids 1in Eontributiﬁg. to "an |
-3 . - * a . - . l
e . . . 3
understanding of evalpation utilizatién. ' : wo |
- . . i v
. . It is in that spirit that 'we relate this e§gerience about the .
‘ ' -conduct .of a :need: assesshent ‘done for the Pittsburgh Public ‘Schools. ’
N * . + This paper summarizes how the assessment was conducted and how it was
used. We think it worth tellidg .because it may be useful to other -
districts that are contemplating doing a district-wide needs assessment,
and also bgcause it has implications for improving, tbe'ﬁtifity of school , )
. “ 'S [ .
. 1 .
: district evaluation efforts. . . . oL
3 ' ) e . ' s '
3 i e .
3 RN . o ’ )
0 ‘ *
¢ : |
. - - “,
\\\\ The reseafch reported herein was suppotted by the Learning Research and -
Development Center, supported in part by funds from the National ’

Institute of Education (NIE), United' States Department of Education.
The opinions. expressed do not nécessarily reflect the position or policy
of NIE, and no official endorsement should be inferred.
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1

, . ' Background ) -

> N . .
First, it is necessary to provide a description of the context for
‘“;“"_ . ) ' - N
this work. The: Learning Research and Development Center- (LRDC) is.a

[y

univérsity-based_R&D center that rec:;yes\most of its funding from the

e " -

National Institute- of Eiucation.

* 4 -

S Unit is working ogy ways to improve evaluation- research. This fgroup

<. - ,'-v. " . 9 | N . , .
L represents “% ~mix¢ure of full and part time faculty, graduate students,
y{; . .’_ . . . - .,A ’. 1Y
) A BIPE . | IR < . - -
et e -anﬁ Suppﬁrt staﬁf o ! [‘, « L :
' ' :'; > ’.v ﬁ;} . : "'5’ _; ’ . N L~ ' « ¢ .,.& /..- i ._.' v . -
a\;"‘ '9' Y One of the questions being addressed by the EvaIuation Unit is how
SR YT - 5 -
. ‘&o improve distri&t-based evaluatibn 'studies so that the results of -
¢ ’ } ¢ .I
' 10cal research efforts <an be used to improve -local school practices. °

»u‘ . . .

- “We haye chosen t}; work. on school district evaluation by déing it, as

. opposed .to observing or surveying what existing district-based’ offices
§ : N
+ are, doing. This is possible*because the Pittsburgh Public Schools, the
1 - ) .
- school districtiin which IRDC s located, does not have an evaluatign

. e . ¢
’

’ KN ’ . office. {n establishing a woxking relationship with the District, ‘the:

— s Evaluation Unit gained a: site for further understanding evaluation

1

‘re earchf% Thé District gained an evaluation research capability that_

v .

s e

wolld otherwise be beyond its current means. : ' _ .
' ;’ ] - ‘ , ‘ M ) \ 3 f ’.ﬁ“ | . a4 , . . - ) | . N
- ) There are currently 45,000 students enrolled in. the Pittsburgh

. Public ?chools; which_:represents' a steady decline from the early

«°  Policy is set bynaﬁnine mémber, elected school board in cooperation with

3
) Es

o ’ the superintendent of schools and a central administrative'.bureaucracy.

¢ °

' Thére are apprdximately 3,200 teachers and support staff on the pay?oll

. . ) ©t Lfke most Northeastern urban districts, Pittsburgh faces a familiar set

O ““' . -t . . -

v . . . Co . . . .

ithin LRDC,. the Evaluation Research -

St sevénties when over 75,000 » students were enrolled in the District.®
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. of problems that inZlude declining enrollment, rising costsy shrinking -t
. \ N : .

tax bases and rising demands. N '

' . Co SR
\. \ N « .-
Over ‘the two years prior to the Fall of 1980 we , had developed a
i) ) .

good working relationshi with the District' building up the trust and . .

" I > -

- “<<= _  confidence that this kind of effort requires. Most of oor projects with . .

\ . . . ]
x - -

district aﬁministrators were specific program evaluétions.- In thé - . e

-~

- Spring of 1980 however, things became a little untidy The Dtstrict s ', - "

L latest desegregati n plan was rejected bx ths‘.Penns?lvania uﬂuman TN
AT Relations Commission:'k thej‘School Board‘ chose ‘npt j&& remew the ’
' Superintendent 8 contract:/Aand the teécher's-union‘announced that they

would go ‘on strike in the_fall"ifr‘their \demands ~w\ere.‘. not met. Of

N ’

B . ‘. . ~ - . 3
course, these -are the kinds of events that urban districts are
: '

- 1 . . . ) .
- . experiencing all the time. Eventually 'the teacher”s contract was

[ 3

settled, a desgregation -plan was approved, and/the'School Board selected

» ° .
.-

"Richard Wallace as their new Superintendent. v
/. . ‘. foes . .\

B .
-

_,/5 The needs assessment story begins on September 10, 1980 when we met

3 v
e - ) ’
.

with the riew superintendent .and offered the continued aésistance of the
Evaluation Unit. During our first meeting, he indicatea that it . would

3 .
be very important to conduct a district-wide needs assessment that’ would . .

.
. ®

' A ’ T
enable him to, establish priorities‘for the District. Several subsequent

meetings with the Superintendent were held fo define ‘the general nature,

.
! e - ¢ . . ° e
: Y
.

purpoSe and’ procedures to be used for this assessment. -

1 Q"'

»0

The primary purpose of ‘the assessment was to. determine « the degree

to which: the Pittsburgh Pubdic Schools were meeting‘the educational ‘*; .. .

o

T 4 cooe .8
needs of the children in the District, andq} do it in-a ~way w@}ch would )

4

suggesf' priorities for improving the educational program in the

13
.

District. The general objectiye was to"lidentify, conditions in the . Sy
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, District that can and should be improved. 3 - -
3 ' ‘
) . © . Components’.of the Needs Assessment

\
. \
\,

: N
T . . P . . \

-

Two approaches were used in\this assessment. Qne approach: was to

survey different, groups regl&ding their perceptions of current

.- , . ‘conditions in the piétrict. The groups sampled ipciuded administrators,

. - .
s N . Py

~_ = v

» . ‘I N . .
o . board members, counselors, custodians, nurses, 'paraprofessionals,

parents,lprihcipgls and other‘ bd;lding administrators, t;ychologists,

.
achool secretaries, security guards, social woYkers, students,

.

' supervisors, teachers: and other Pittsburgh citizens.. A task force

consisting of representatives of many of these differént groupg was,

)

established to assist ig the design of the surveys. Over 1000 people
. . . 1 o .

3

v

participagéd in the surveys.
. . T \ ! . 'y .
b R , N . s ~
* * $he other approach “to the assessment involved collecting and
]

s

- analyzing existing school district data hin order toiestablish the
. , : ' q .

4 .
. i current status of the educational needs of the children. , Such. data

) included student achievement, failure and dropout rates, attendance,
suspensions, and démographic descriptions of .the students in each,
- B , . J . . , ke

()
« -

school, as .well as "data describing - the resources available 'in the .

\ ° - “

.- “_ < .school, such as fbe number of teachers. The“resulting data base covered
. * . . ", .
: ) the past five years. This made it possible to examine trends over time
N ’ . L. A ‘.‘ .. - Yo ., . ) )
L . as well as relationships among the many different variableg in any given
- . ~ ! . ‘ i“” » - o. ’ °
* . ygaro . * . . . ‘ PR ) . ~ e T
- o NS ' . . . - ‘. ,
N & ' B © w » - .
‘ " ‘ 5 ‘ a . - )
= . ' R ' v
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. S . Results ’ .
. ‘" ‘
1 . o

@y

- .

' .

The results were organized in terms of five broad areas that were

P - .

found to be fthgiDistrlct’s'most pressing needs. Although some groups .

M L]

ranked them,differently.tﬁan others, there was consensus that these are -

« - s
. .

~ -

the District”s most pressing probiems: - (1) improve student achievement

[
. °
-

in basic skills, (2) implement procedures for personnel‘evaluagion, (3)

‘ » - . .

attract and hold students, (4) manage the impact bf enrollment decline

in order to hold down unwanted costs and increase qualify “where it 1is
. v M A

' " .needed, 'and (5) develop a strategy for improving individual schools. . .
L J L ° -

The more spetific survey results and the five-year data ’baSg were .

)

used to further define the nat;fe of each of thé%e problem areas, and
possible strategies, for dealing with them. [The student achievement -

. . . L . 4 ! v
igsue illustrates this approach. cv ~ Wt

. s 4 » i
. e ’ A ‘ M ’ ‘.’ o
Need Eg Impréve Student Achievement. . .
.o » e - . . ‘ . . * .|

The improVemen; of student achievement was identiﬁ}ed as the number . o

. . . S >
one problem in' the District by most’ sutve? respondents. This fact was
not surprising‘sinée previous reports of standardized test results -in

# 5 2 - :

the -District had received much attention. The. achievement problem that .

. ’ . * [ . " ' e K ;S
h&d been previously highl;ghted was that students began to fall behind
national':ndrps .at --about %héﬁpfourth grade. The phrase "fourgb’grade .
slump’. qiéﬁcopmgnly héard during Board -deliberations of achievement ‘. ’

PR R I _ °
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Lt - ‘As part. of this needs assessment, additional{ analyses were . .
fconducted to détermine possible 'reasons for . this decline A major
aqhievement ‘problem identified in the analyse§ was that a large number

of children leave : third grade still not reading well'enough to use

-

- reading in subsequent . learning. The test results 1indicated that

~ L
- hd -, hd . . M

approximately ~25 percent, ‘of 'the students completed third grade with

/"inadequate reading comprehension “skills. "It was'also noted , that "~ this

. - °
o 4 =

. percentage. varied considerably among schools. That‘is: in some schools

~

R as many as 50 percent of the children did mot comprehend what they read

as they entered fourth gradQ, whereas in other schools, all of the  a-

: N
' children Seémed to be reading well enough to begiﬁjfddrt§ grade. ,

. © - In an attempt to improve achievement, the District offers many
. - s P 3 el B
of * .

b ° A .
' remedial programs ‘for children who are not learning from normal

N ‘ s

ot

. . ’ ‘ ,
N classroom instruction. These programs.include Title I, Project -Pass,

special education programs for'the mildly handicapped (e.g., LD and EMR) -
< s ' .
and the 12th,grade remedial program. Such: programs have bgcome. so

extensive in the District that in some grade levels, 56 percent of the

. . B 9
children are participating in one or more of these remedigl efforts. As

part of the assessment, the current ‘structure of remedial programs was
Rl . - »

investigated, and the results indicated that lack of coordination among

L4 ]
~

- the various remedial effofts was a serious problem. .
. . . ) e

g Ah examinatidn of the achievement lgvelL of the students 1in these

. remedial programs‘ suggested " that theSe gifferent programs are serving
.studehts with similar —achievement prohlems. gyThus, children may Ee
labeled and isolated for‘Special treatments in s?ite'of the fact that
children with different .labels appear ) "!be having %im;la; «academic

&

difficulties and are receiving similar treatments under these different o
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o ove . labels. Tﬁaﬁ is, différent programs were trying to work 61 similar

. -

problems, often witP~§he same general strategiles, but the teachers and

L] ¥ . )

-

supervisors involved were not benefitting from each.other”s experiences. 1'
0 . . N . .
° " Different supervisory staff were assigned to the different programs,
even in the same building. , a ' o R

Another need was to improve the coordination between what was
- t
taught in the remedial program and what was taught in the student”’s

‘Qtregular classroom. Teachers, principals and supervisors all’ recognized
t'this as a critical task for improving remedial instruction. This
[ -

. . L s o
assessment -suggested the need to integrate the remedial services insofar

as possible, reduce the use of stigmatizihg labels for these children,

, — »

and put the.foéﬁé on the early grades so that students develpp the basic

. BT 8
skills béfore they move into the intermediate grades.
Other Needs ®dentified | . : ’ .
S . [} - a ,‘ . ,
. - ~ In addition to achievement, the other four major problem areas were

examined using both sqrvey~and existing District data. A summary report -

- is available from the authors ("A Needs Assessment of . the Pittsburgh

K

' °

» “ Public Schools”), but it is useful to provide a brief description of the ’
] : . . .
. ; - \ < -
other results in this.paper. . -
) - ! . ’ ! . ’ . ,
C oy, Personnel evaluation was-one of the most consistently mentioned

. A problems by the peaple who*work in the District. Few seemed happy with

N preseﬁt procedures. Employees\wanted their evaluation oriented toward

felt it was important to clarify who is /

>

LT e “improving 'job"performgﬁpe,‘and

.

responsible for evaluatiﬁg whom and how those evaluations should be

.done.” [/ . c o '

<
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L. A

iﬁcreasing proportion. of children going‘elsewﬁere.for fheir education.

It seemed to many that this was threatening the health and vitality of
¥

/ . .

the public schools, which have been and should contifnue to be a critical

1

’ ingredient‘in this demqéracy. The major reason people gave for avoidiné

\
the public schools was that student discipline is a seniou; problem.

Teachers and principals agreed that there was a lack of alterpatives for

', ¢ Another sekious problem facing the Pittsburgh- schools 1is the -

dealing with discipline problems and a need to consistently enforce -

§

policies.

The need- to manage enrollment decline also émerged 4s a . priority l

. - . / ’ !
area. On a per pupil basis, costs were going up faster than one would

expect from inflation. This was primarily because fixed building . costs

were being spread over fewer students in each school, and class sizes

.
L d

® . ’ ‘ 3
were getting smaller.. Although smaller classes can be an Important

component ‘of a strategy.  for improving fhe quality of’:classroom

' o &

insxruction,'the Jeduction in class size was very uneven and did ‘not_

\
. , .2 -

s § N
occur where it was needed. The assessment concluded that the money,

N .

saved by closing additional schdols can be used to increase the quality

of the education?l program where it is most néeded. - ‘ -

28
.

-
.
-

The needs aséessmen} also suggested -focusing wupon individual

schoold because most of the identified needsﬁmust'be aftackgd at the

A .
-

building'levelﬁ and because some schools are éleafly in gréater need of,

improvement than others. An index of -school desctiptors was developed
> a i )
thét indicated where to begin a focused schogl improvement effort. It

was suggested that a detailed diagnosis of the needs of the idgntifiéd

sgkools could be the basis for designihg improvement’strategies in each

[ B . R . .
.

school. .

. o ‘ * . \

L3N

~
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Dissemination .

[4 .

. Dissemindtion of these results took placte between January 13 .and

-

March 5, /1981.‘ Two approaches were used, interactiée slide show

sess%ons and'written.réporJ?. The fOfmer.proned to be especially useful
in both getting the meseage‘acroqg as yell aqﬁenarpening the message
thxeugh helpful comments offeted by the audiences. The schedule we; as
foilowé:. ' ’ ' )

e

. ° .
. .

1

Superintendent Y L ' January 13 .
Superintendent and School Board President January 20
. The Board of Education ’ January 24 . *
' Central Administration °° ' . February 12
" . Building Administratoxns -and Supervisors February 24 , .
Teachers ) .. - February 25 R
. Task Force : . . ". March 3 N .

Press Conference - c March 5

x - .
.
s 4 .
.

Each.dissemination session involved looking at the results, with
overhead slides .and handouts, in an interaptiye mode. This was
particularly.true‘of.the meeting with the nine-member Board f6r whom -2

one~day retreat to a nearby col¥gge campus was arranged.j For the 3000

»

teachers, however, we had to settle f

/ o s
a one-hour TV presentatiaon which

'they viewed 1in their Buildingé. is was followed by'a discussion of
the resnlts among the  faculty apd building a?ministfators in _each.
L) ) PO ’ \(\‘ ‘ ‘ . ’

school.

-
4

The written reports' wer¢ kept short. We prepared a two-page
abstract, with the level/ of + detail illustrated on page 7, a'16—p;ge
> \ - . ) .
summary detailed to the d gree ©of the achievement discussion, and six

, special _topic, papers, / running  about ten: pages each, on themés of

~

4 : . .
particular interest: Aachievement, discipline, communications, personnel

, 10

- - T e e P i e r—— s
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the various grolps.

f ) )

a

-

Al

.

Utilization,

.

N

-~

A Y

"suggestions to the new superintendent” that emerged

Page 10

Y
v

-evaluation, organizational® structure, and school improvement. We also

prepared a .memo for the Supexinten&én: ‘.which summarized specific
. T . ) :

3

from| the surveys of '

This section presents a.discussion of what i% meant by ﬁtilization,

r

fbllﬁwgd by a' descripti8n of some of the ways in &hicﬁ_;hq needs

assessment has been utilized 'in the moﬁths’folléwrﬁg its diséemination.,

13 . ° . ’ T . .
We ' than go on ‘to. examine the Ffactors. that seemed to influence the

‘utilization that has,occurred), and then briefly relate this' ;xperiehce

to the emerging literature on utilization.

k4

e

‘

\

» o‘.q R N
As reséarchers have become more and pore concerned about the extent

@

" to which *evaluation results are "being wutilized, .there has, been a
- . e < .

+ concomitant intg;éstfin determining what constitutes use. Part of .the

- )

researchers were reaching the conclusion that evaluation research was
N o . /\:

Sanders, '1973; Rossi, 1972; Dexter, 1966; Guba, 1969;

Maﬁn, 1972;

B . ’ ‘ -
Cohen and Garet, 1975; Lynn, 1978; Cook, 1978).

\

e ' . ) .
" reason for the interest in defining use stems from the fact that many

" used’ very 1little in bolicy formation and decision-making. (Worthen &
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ot ¢ Some researchersy unwilling to accept the rather blegk ‘picture of
. - .. ) . . .
. \ . N
utilization, argued that the definition of use being applied was too

. T
- . 3

.. . narrow. A definition of use founded on the'notion that a major -policy
- . \ - i N

h) .,

. . \ :
decision would turn on the production of a single pilece of evaluation . (1 Lo

-z ... research was hopelessly disadvantaged in any attempt to find instances

. . of+ use. This' was ' thought to be so ‘for two reasons. Firsg, such a’

« . ) . . . e

. ‘definition was naive about the policy process {itself. Decision-makers

’ . . . . . >

reach a decision through an oftén -amorphous *set _of minor decisions,*
; Al N . ~ r

meetings, and.interactions with constitutencies. . wéf?é (1980) describes
* . & . ’

. - - L4 - . . ‘- N .
this process as "decision by accretion.” Second, a concentrgtion on th% ,

»

"~ . . ¢ traditional definition had the effect of actwally screening the many"

L - . .
’ . . -

different uses that actuzé}y occur at ‘more modest and @undane level§ as
. v . : . .
ks

.- & ,

LN S '
a decision accretion process takes placen ’ -

-
. >
’ - .~ -
’ o
- ° &
‘

- Proponents of a brqader view o£ utilization' include Weiss 1979;

>

' ., Alkin, et al., 1979; and’ P on, 1978 Weiss (1979) has offeréd seven

- 7 . .“’i \

V

categories of use, each bound “to particular . aspeats of the, .

s

~ - '

deciaion—making ocess. Patto sugéest that® looking for utilization
P{ Q &

’
. -

requires that you look Por gradual changes in .the policy °pr_ocess or

% - .

. decision-maker’s viewpoint over ‘time, whera  a piece- of evaluation
. . -x N e V4

+ ~ ' information is one of a. number of data considéred by the decision—maker.

[ (4 .

Alkin CEE al.’ (1929)-¢write that use occurs when,' apong other things

* 4 . ?

-

"evaluation information. . ’.(iéq. . .uged. _,. .in. making decisions,

> .
. . S

substantiating decisions or actions or alteringcattitudes (p.' 226f; o0

. .
' B} . . * . . )'}\ (
- - « ~,
.., . . ‘\ :

. Although we agree with those writers that view use as occurring . q;
LI - P >

’many forms, in this report we have .chosen to describe relativeiy

« ¢ ‘ . . . t , r
straightforward examples of use that would, in all 1ike1ihood,mfit most
. X ) . ’ *
. traditional aeéanitioné. Thig was. done for two reasons. First, the .

y

L~ ' . o
" ERIC . ~ S

s 5 _ —_
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) ﬁ ‘ vy
\ fact that direot-use 'has occurred is in,and of itself ‘important “to

. v

record. Sgcond2 findingl good methods for

[
systematically tracking and

being worked on but is by no means satisfactorily resolved at_this time.

& oo .. ¢
- . It is hoped that as more data are collqgtgd, more can be said about
Bubtle uses of evaluation research in subsequent papers. ’ ,

hd 2

. . _ ¢ N N .
- : Among the variety of writers who have examined the issue of what’
constitutes utilization, the review of research by Leviton and Hughes

a (1981) is particularly helpful. In this synthéajs, they identify three
. . ~ { - - :
broad categories of use: “instrumental, ,é%nceptual and persuasive”

hd -

’ (p.4): Briefly, instrumental use occurs when specific instances could .

1

be documented of ways in which }esqarch was being used for

decisipn-making or problem-solving purposes. ‘Conceptual use occurs when

[y

a policy maker’s  §hinking about a particuiar issue is influenced by a
: g " plece of.evaluatipn\1nformatlpn. Persuasive usg occurs when 'evaluafion
information is used to suﬁ?orf‘fgr

. Ll

. defend a pa;tidﬁléi*%ésitioq or

] ‘ policy. Using these three catégofies of use as a-basic  structure,

. . -

examples of how district:decision-makers U§ed‘£he results-of the needs

N = X 5 e . T
assessment are reported in the next . section. . ! T :
‘ S -
. i . . '~$t;:1}‘\ . T . . .
. , g P LR 7 .
- Examples of Use - T o R C e

o

The first indication that‘the-éssessméﬁf'yas‘goingatp be used came

\
v

in the form ogﬁua ‘news .release’ on_the Monday fgl%éﬁing tﬁe weekend

. . .- » : . et . -
N . retreat with the‘Superintenifnt and Board when the- preliminary, results
o * « Oof the needs " assessment ‘were described in detajl. Here-are important
- ’ excerpts from that release. .- L. . _ : -
' ) . » B " . h ' . ' ~
o~ A .
"":‘\f‘ﬂ‘ . ::‘ -~ ‘\:_£ “
! ‘ A S . - ‘ . ’
44 a‘ -;,‘,; N ey . i ° ] .
PN Q - - . -
FERIC u : . S .

documenting the more subtle uses that are occurring is a problem that is.

-,
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“"Wallace Announces Plans for School Improvement"

Y
@ s

Pittsburgh Pa., January -26, 1981 . . . "

Superintendent of, Schools Richard C. Wallace today announced'

that he will immediately begin to develop "action plans” for
thé "School District that -focus on ,two major areas, school
improvemement and cost effective management. . e, .

.

" The decision to focus on the ‘two major areas was made jointly

by Wallace and members of the Board of Education after they
had the opportunity to review preliminary results of the
districtwide needs assessment initiated by the superintendent
shortly after he took office in the Fall. ¢ . .
q
"This needs assessment information combined with other
educational data, such’as an analysis of test scores over ‘the
past five years, helped us .establish the priorities,” .Wallace
said. "Once we developQ the action plans, all of us in the

9

" District can channel our energies in the same direction and

respond to concerns  identified by the groups of people the "’

"
school serve. , & - ] R -

_On February 25, the Board passed the resolution that-adopted school

improvement

. )

3

I ,"

v

and cost effective management as the top two priorities for

the District. In that resolutibn, the Board agreed to "eseign‘resources,

concentrate its efforts to resolve problems within these prio¥ity

-

areas, in'relation to: ) -

’

1. Student achievement in the basic skills

el

2. Staff evaluation '

<

3. Student diseipline ° R “

.
s

4, Attracting and holding students

5. Enrollment decline

‘6. Increasing the effectiveness of individual schools.”

A ' .

The resolution made it clear that the two priority, areas and the

3

-l L e e

six

. - M 5
specific needs surfaced as major concerns as the result of the district-




RS

'." . . . o . . Pagel&"'%

» wide needs assessment: TFive of the six priority areas, were stated 1in

.

language identical tq that wused in the assessment. Théuaaaition of
. T a7 =y oo
discipline as a separate priority was a modification that ,occurred

. , . iy . - . .-
. s . M ”
s

_. during -the dissemination proce%s as earl§fdrafts had inéluded this *ssue
’~under the priority of atﬁgadting and*holding. students. More will be

said about how and why tais change came about in tye following section.

”

e ’ @ .

a &

. N , As indicated in the January press release, the Superinteadent set’

in -motion the development of action plans for each priority area. Task

.

forces established for this purpose consisted of representative; of

various segments of the District and each group worked toward a July 15

-

deailine, at wh éﬁ time'detailéa~action pPlans were' presgnted ’to the 1\
: //,—\\\,' © Board as a follpw-uo to their Fgoruary 25 resolution. Tne Board was
given twqﬁmonths to\revi;w the actionlplans, ané on ,September-a23, one., !
"year‘ffbm the initiation ot tha aaséssment, they were formally adopted, s
o : : . | : “w

) ‘ The presentation by the. Superintgndent to the Boardaof the results
v . b - . ’ . . b
IR of "the- assessment and the passage by the Bbdard 9f the priority areas

identified in the plan is a straightforward example of what Leviton and _ -
B -~
- Hughes (1981) have described as instrumenfal use of evaluation ’
' ‘ information. Research was commissioned to identify current conditions °
[N . - S

in need of improvement in the District. Summary reports were prepared
and presentations were made. On the basis of these data, the Board s
- resolved to attack the identified problems through the development of

* specific action plans and through the allocatfon of District resources

to support these plans. : A
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'The needs assessment process also provides an excellent example of
N R

-
s &
£ e

— what -Leviton and Hughes (I981)\ﬁave called concegtual use, ways in which

,

evaluation information has inflﬁched the way decision-makers think,

' a ~ &

about ‘a problem.. Identification of conéeptual use is not contingent.

.
3
P4 75 . e

upon a piece oéé%galuaéion information directly influencing a specific

decision, ﬁrogfﬁﬁ or issue. The influence othhe study on. achievement

undertaken a$§ part of the needs assessment is an example. of.- conceptual

2 * ny [y

utilization. .

N

¥

As noted egrlief, achievement repérts prepared by the District’s
Testing Office had iientified a decline in achievement,starting at about
"the fourth grade and gfadually increasing through the ﬁidaie school

years. The term “fourth grade slump” had become a g¢ommon term used

among Board members @hring the past several years 'to describe the

achievement issue in the District. Also, Tremedial programs in the
District were expanding into the middle and upper grades in an attempt

at dealing with that leump."

. “The needs assessment more closely examined the achievement levels

-

beiqg- atqéined by District students in the primary (1 - 3) grades.

°
*

District managers were shown that twenty-five percent of the students

were bringing serfous reading problems into the fourth grade and, that

the root of the problem lay with the instruction being received in the

early years. The net effect of _this research has been to begin to

refocus the attention of Distict managers upon instruction in the
- -~ . -

primary g;ades asvxg way oﬁ solving the decline in test scores 'in the

. ]

District that begins‘in the. fourth grade. .

o . 3
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w Tne_needs assessment Erocess,; as distinguished from the ‘eeds

L
-

asséssment ~results, Q\\des an example of utilizat for persuasive

T ! \ -
purposes. This has occurred at a variety of levels in the District and
- - J\i .

) v -

S in° a number .of _ways. : The ~persuasive use in the context of = *

v

Superintendent-Board relations is illustratiye. e ) T
J "~ LS

. . . *

’ ot When the new Superintendent took office in the Fall. of 1980, he was

* confronted with a nine member, elected Board that had a recent history

»

of sharp division and fragmentation. THE’primary issue of contention

among "Béard members had been over plans for district-wide desegregation..

-

‘ .
The termination of the previous superintendent\had, in large measure,
been thes result of a failure to workifout a solYd majority on the Board
] Co - . -~ . .

- for any single desegregati strategy. Fortunately for the; newli

arriving Superintendent, the desegregation issue per se “had temporarily

1 N ° . . >

‘been relegated to the "back burner” for%h(e Board. xneasy and

%

~

fragile coalition of six Board members had passed. a plap e e?ious

é

nd

summer . While litigation challenging the plan was underway,

ggeneral _consensus on the Board that everyone should pull ‘togfther to
RN - ,

_make the opening of the school year as quiet and reassuring to a nervous-
. N : . ’ . ) ~
.public . as possible. There also seemed to_ hLe a feeling of~exhaustion

among many Board members over the acrimony that had attended so many of

1

the discussions on desegregationt There was a willingness to ‘let the

’s

; . courts (or the elections to come in 1982) stimulate new moves.

-
., . . -

N »

Arriving with a knowledge bf this context, the new Superintendent ‘ (

o seemed . to have gensed the time was ripe for some neq‘initiatives in the

i
»

District. As .an:"outsider" (the previous three superintendents had come

L8

up through the system) he had #Re advantage of being able to take a

N

fresh look at the 1issues. He also was not bound by previous

* ) .
17 S

P -
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v \‘ -~ .

relationships and commitments likely to be built up during a career—long Z

rise within a single district. Yet, the problem remained of how to

T

develop some consensus fof action among board members "that had been so '* .

recently divided The deveIopment of a needs assessment, especially

4 .. that cquonent of the assessment that~ surveyed ail ‘of the major
T F * .

v . 'constituencies of the District was an important mechanism for building

.

a consensus for action apong Board members. Issues identified through
an assessment process clearly could not be attributed to the special
interest: of ote or the other of the Board factionms. As such, .the

- ~assessment -provided a “"neutral ground”, in effect, for building a new .
RER .
: consensus among\key decision-makers in the District. Similar persuasive =

uses of the assessment results could be noted in the Superintendent’s-

Y, ¢ relationshiﬁs with his own central administrative staff. The point'her
" is simply that the assessment proce,ss did indeed fulfill a persuasiVK

use as defined by Leviton and Hughes (1981)

.q, r
'f[ ) Althqugh examples‘ of instrumental,d conceptual, and persuasive
utilization have been treated as discrete entities, it is not the intent
here'(nor_is it the intent of Leviton and Hughes) to leave the - .
. ) impression that these are necessariry mutually exclusive categories.‘ N

For example, the achievement study cited as having conceptual use may -

“&ventually also turn_out to have an instrumental use, td the extent that,

. . . - ’ M
« . over time, programs, policies, and resources are shifted as a result of

[

. b * -
. the realization that the fourth grade slump can be reduced by improving S

primary grade instruction. Nevertheless, the -three categories are . .

v - N

: helpful in describing the complex influences evaluation information can’
. - Y -
- have. -In the following section, discussion is provided that, considers

Tes ~ some of“the features of this assessment that may have contributed to its. P

~ \c’

.ptility. Although this 1s highly speculative on our part, it ‘seems

13

SR ;- S o -l
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- context of recent Board
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‘

a
¥

.

.

important to reflect’ on the utilization\guestién so that this experience
and others like it might begin to suggest procedures for school district

evaluations that will increase their potential for improving educitional
. \ . :

programs« ) i : L ;
’

Factors Tﬁat Influenced Utilizatioa .

~
v
<

- - - \

Turning to the factors that may have influenced use of the needs-
. " 2

' assessment, It should be noted that no single factor or set of factors

A

seemed to be sufficient in guaranteeing that the év;luafion information
' N ) H *
would be utilized.. For District evaluators considering the question of

\

)

use, this experience suggests that one should think in terms of

increasing the probability ‘of wuse rathef than looking for the key

technique or strategﬂ that would insure utilization.

¢ v
4 . N

<
.Timing. The needs assessment seemed to be the right task at the
right time. - It has already been noted that the decisior by the

t

Superintendent iq“éail for an assessment was heavily influenced bf thé

division over the deségregation issue.. For his

new administyation, the assessment provided a new start for new
\ . .

. \ ) .
* init{atives, and most - importantly a "neutral” ground gpon.which some"

Board consensus could be constructed that would not be diminished by the

3 ”

acrimony characteristic of the previpus -months. The Board wmémbers
‘seemed somewhat relieved by.the oﬁpontunity for a "fregh start” in their
own: deliberations.

)

The imporpaﬁce of timing Has been noted 5§’some
é;tton, 1§78), and questfbned

researchers (éig.@yﬂill,:1980; by others

(e.g., King & Thompson, 1981). )
4 *f;g

.
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¢
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-
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by ,any group.

'modified form) in the survey.

Page 19

é_client was The the'

clearly identified. Superintendent was

”prinary ciient and the evaluation ﬁeagpworked clasely with him during

~

the design, analysis and dissemination phase

! -

While the ultimate users of the

of the needs assessment.

results ranged éide}y across the
District from the School Board to individual program or school managers,
felt

it was to be extremely important that a singie client gutded the-.

basic structure of the‘&{aluation. Given the political climate in the
District, to
easily'have-led to ‘producing evaluation results that would not be usable

O Hill (1980y has a useful analysis, in the context of

have attempted to explicitly serve multiple clients might .

. Congressional evaluation research; of the Importance of identifying
] < ~
" one”s client to facilitate utilization.
’ N ) ,
It should also be noted,\however;— that while the single client

approach

can

_clearly and positively influence use, 'it can’also create

problems for a district evaluator.

Keeping to a single client -was
)

not

an easily .managed task.

“in

the

several

Just to give one example, when instruments to

-
forces

be used survey were

piloted
’

among

task

representing

RS

pressure from individuals representing middle managemeént (principfls) to.

the various constituencies to be poIled; there was strong

keep

questions

instrudents.

x

B )

was

the

final

The Superintendent as

primary

client,

about. how they. ,should’ be’"evaluated off of thex§

arbiter and insisteﬁ that the ev Iuation question remain (although iw
& g,

: B . 2‘

As it turned out evaluation of perbsonnel

surfaced as one of the six prioritiés identified by the’ District. .

-

. . .
. -
’ .

5 ° , - » . E
W -
‘nﬁt "@gﬁf’ ] . . Q . :

o &

(3
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»

-Another example concernska\problem thgu is.ethical im nature. ,When
. begin to impinge upon the
4 I3

responsibiliby of the evaluator which is presumably to report results as

insure us
\

does serving a client

forthrightly as possible? 'This ‘is "a fine linej especially hard to

w

distinguish in that.it'might be

crossed as - easily ,through acts

of

omission as through

-

asse‘s sment expe rience

¥

the District powér
\ A

-

unwarranted influence.

‘ (2) having the evaluation research conducted by. individuals

“mass !ﬂ("<5
agrng

any gross of data* . _In the needg
(1) having a

there was a double - advantage , of,

cl¥ent who was quife willing to "let the chips fall'where,they may"” and,

-outside of

structure and thus, presumably, less vulnerable tg

As Cronbach (1980) notes in another context, the

best that can be said.on this issue of the client-evaluafbr relationship

N « . _)

is that “the crucial ethical problem appears to be freedom ,to
R . .’. ~ - » ) “w e -~

compunicate durings and after ‘the study,” subject to the legitimate

concerns for privacy, national security, and faithfulness to contracgual‘

P

. -7 -areds.

commitments” (p 6).¢" oo . . -

wn
e

L4 :
. ~

? ~

Nature gi‘ the evaluation "design. The design %f the needs
. . 7 : e B E
. assessment was established 4in a way that, in .itself, encouraged
S : < B -
* utilization at various levels in’ the District.® For .example, summaries

of

-~

the

establishing which

addition, the_suryey-elicited'possible

-

»

Thus,

-

5 . .

2

1

~information linking

.

t

»

specific

identif:l,ed problem areas, but alfo developed

solutions

s r0r
=t

°

wcrediible

‘to

‘problems

areas were most important’andgforfwhat groups.

“specific

°

to

ways

.

surveys _offavarious cqutituéncies were prepared that not only
L] . >

of

‘In

<

problem

a range -of .-

alternatiVe solutions‘was available to decision—makers giving them both -

- ‘

"~

//[

-('

4/“‘. /‘-

thése probl s. -

Ny -

7~
A
0

‘1 8. sense— of the key issues ana.also ideas about

P
“ e

.ﬁs "Q?‘« .

- .

E#E%to start a:tacking
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p .
‘Personal charactefisf&cs of the user. °The Superintendent ds the

P oy »

primary client had a sta ,geeing tha; the,research was implemented
and used. A number of au'thqrs hﬁe‘“ noted the Amportance of user
ot . i .a‘."\\ . ‘Sﬂ&*v“ . :,vv. .-
characteristics in influencing use (e‘g _ Cronbach 1980; “Kenpedy,
Apling, Neumann, 1980). In this ca&e,zghe Sdperintendent clearly had a
-~ 3. "”" o N
large stake in using the informatibn,fogpbuilding a consensus’ for action
¢ v' /& *

. among his various constituencies"in- e,Distpict. He also happened to

-
g

- have a strong research backgrou%d‘that made him both comfortable with

"w ¢ . .
evaluaEion research methodology as well as committed to using research.

to help inform the policy. proce§§ Both of theSe factors insired the

] ) . v - ‘. [

-

on-going involvement of~the primary client. I; might be noted that this

0
[ »

2 interest on the part of the Superint%ndent was especially crucial to the.

v ™ > N . >

data collection activities in the analyticalpphase of ~ the agsessment&
Access to data was greatly facilitated in-the District”s bureaucracy'“
- ‘ - ’ . . R Yy
because of the visible importance attached to the activity by .the. -
. N

o - « . . -

Superintendent. - - . .or

k% toy - L s .
\ . ; & . ) '. . @ 7 L. : ' ” .
.- : 7”' A o . .\_M N
. Avoidance of political land'mines. Infofmation was  summarized in
» . t‘ ; : ’ ) &

ways that remained true to what reSpondents"were attempting to

communicate while at- the same time avoiding«-persénal attacks on
s L
individuals. Once’ said, this point is pethaps obvious to all However,

ERS Y

given that a number of questions on the survey were open--ended~ in

- T ..

nature, the possibility (and, as it turned _out, the fact) that some of

- .
i L]

* * the data -could be construed as’ persona?'attacks» made it important to =

. . Kl
- - N 7

summarize. the points withoyt ‘the ,invective. . This is justified on ,

. ‘ AT . "y .
grounds that a public airing of data at a.;personal._level might well

> .
a

inflame the digsemination process to -such an -extent as to hinder the

’
N L . s

v . R

¢ . -
larger purpose- of the assessment.. Perhapg more importantly, : such

discretion 1is warranted in .a situation whete,.as is the case of an

4 . "y 2 .

v . 4 o . ¢

: » Y -
~ f
. N .
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. ° anonymous survey .respondent, the "accused" cannot behold‘ and challenge

~

-

- i

- . .

e the accuser. b}

. " Variety of research strategies used. fhe combined use of surveys
. - . .o ‘:,,3,.,'}' e .
and’ detailed. analyses of existing data bases contributed . to the

v ° \ i

probability that the pesults of the assessment would be wused. (See

Cronbach, 1980.) The survey data provided important data about the

\rS . - -

not exclusively) useful as a way of gauging the political needs and

stress