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Foreword

Schools are dragging themselves, ponderously for the most part, into the era of restructured
organizations. For many large corporations, this has meant ‘. ..outsourcing, delayering, and
deconstruction...a radical downsizing’ (Burgess quoted in Naisbitt, 1994). In contrast,
school restructuring is best characterized as a form of superficial tinkering often initiated by
governments intent on being seen by the public to be ‘doing something’ in the name of
greater accountability. Many of the changes advocated in the name of school restructuring
involve either ‘doing more of the same’ only harder or in a marginally refined way (like
setting student performance standards or replacing educational ‘goals’ with ‘outcomes’!).
Other school restructuring initiatives appear to be advocated for reasons that have little to
do with improving the learning of students; involving parents in site-based decision making
is probably the most widely advocated of this type.

Such superficial responses to a world of turbulent change could well spell the demise of
public schooling as we know it, at least at the secondary level. Realistically, how can
schools in anything like their present form withstand the onslaught of private competition,
niche marketing, and a gradually declining share of public revenues? In their present form,
how are they to cope with individual home access to the information highway? What will
they do in response to the erosion of consensus about educational purposes and values
brought on by a growing tribalism around issues of language, culture, religion, and
cthnicity?

Few people claim to know the answers to these crucial questions and those who do
probably will turn out to be wrong. But there is a compelling case to be made that schools
redesigned as learning organizations would engage in processes likely to discover those
answers. A leaming organization is a group of people pursuing common purposes
(individual purposes as well) with a collective commitment to regularly weighing the value
of those purposes, modifying them when that makes sense and continuously developing
more effective and efficient ways of accomplishing these purposes; this is a ‘...process of
improving actions through better knowledge and understanding’ (Fiol and Lyles, 1985, p.
803). The specific content of the answers resulting from these processes, however, would
differ considerably across schools as they began to learn the lessons already discovered by
other organizations of comparable size: large is cumbersome; one solution (or educational
policy) does not fit all; the boundary between you and your customers should be seamless,
and the like.

Very little is known about the design of schools as learning organizations or about

organizational learning processes in schools and how those processes are enhanced or



inhibited (indeed, Huberman, in this volume, expresses some skepticism about the concept
itself). But there is an urgent need to fill these gaps in our knowledge and that is what the
work reported in this book begins to do. In particular, this work starts from the sensible
premise that the adequacy of an organization’s learning is substantially dependent on the
quality of the information its members use to inform their thinking. Based on this premise,
the authors propose a model of ‘participatory evaluation’. This model provides general
guidelines or principles for collecting information of better quality than is typically available
for school-level decision making: it also offers means of ensuring greater use of that
information than is typically the case with information provided through conventional forms
of research and evaluation.

With its roots in contemporary knowledge utilization and change theory, participatory
evaluation promises to add some much needed structure to the process of collaborative
decision making in schools. Collaborative decision making and the development of
professional cultures which support such collaboration are processes critical to the success of
most school change initiatives. But the practical meaning of collaboration is in danger of
becoming a vacuous mantra without structures such as those provided by participatory
evaluation.

Participatory evaluation also provides a forum for more explicitly and, yes, ‘rationally’
(not really a bad word) negotiating (sometimes) contrary courses of action suggested by the
many different forms and sources of knowledge bombarding school staffs as they deliberate
about what to do. Traditional forms of research and evaluation provide what Lindblom and
Cohen (1979) refer to as professional social inquiry knowledge. While such knowledge has the
potential to contribute critical and unique insights, its value in organizational decision
making usually pales in comparison with the mountain of ‘ordinary’, tacit, highly
contextualized knowledge on which people rely to inform their day to day actions.
Participatory evaluation provides a means for increasing the relevance of professional social
inquiry knowledge to organizational concerns and for more systematically integrating
directions suggested by both ordinary and professional social inquiry knowledge.

Much of the impact of participatory evaluation rests on its bringing together, on a level
playing field with the same agenda, two groups of people who have usually marched to
quite different drummers—school practitioners and professional evaluators. What
transpires when this happens is what the ten chapters in the book describe. It isn’t always
pretty, as Shula and Wilson teach us in Chapter 8, and as King documents in two of three
case studies of participatory evaluation in Chapter 6. Sometimes the impact seems
disappointing in spite of well functioning evaluation processes as Cousins description of a
‘marginally successful’ case in Chapter 4 illustrates. But there are impressive successes: both
Earl (Chapter 2) and Lafleur (Chapter 3) offer us such examples. Indeed, the real value of
the book hinges on the variety of participatory evaluation experiences available from which
to learn.

What is it, in particular, that can be learned from this book? Most chapters have
something very useful to say about the contributions of participatory evaluation to
organizational learning, and the different forms that participatory evaluation can take. Most
chapters also clarify the conditions that foster and inhibit useful forms of participatory
evaluation. Many describe changes in the role of the evaluator necessitated by participatory

evaluation. This is neither a good news nor a bad news story. It is a real story, richly



representative of the complexities involved in any effort to effect educational change.
Similarly, the chapters are neither simply case studies nor theoretical musings. They offer a
relatively rare example of mostly qualitative explorations of the many facets of a promising
theory by an array of people each of whom brings a somewhat unique perspective to bare on
that theory: this includes a skeptical perspective on some of the key concepts in the theory
provided not only by Hubermanin Chapter 7 but also, refreshingly, by the editors

themselves in their concluding chapter.
Participatory Evaluation In Education makes an important contribution to our
understanding of what it will take to begin to transform schools into learning organizations.
Kenneth Leithwood

References

FIOL, C. and LYLES, M. (1985) ‘Organizational learning’, Academy of Management Review, 10, pp.
803-813.

LINDBLOM, C.E. and COHEN, D. (1979) Usable Knowledge, New Haven, Yale University Press.

NAISBITT, ]J. (1994) The Global Paradox, New York, Avon Publishers.



Preface

This is a book about change in educational organizations. Specifically, it is about the
conscious integration into the normal operations of schools and school systems of very
deliberative processes of systematic inquiry and applied research methods. In it we explore
what it is that researchers, cither those employed internally within the systems or in some
capacity external to them, can bring to the change process and how what is brought is
received. Our intention throughout the book is to reflect critically on the processes we
advocate. At the outset, we adopt a posture that acknowledges the deficiencies of merely
describing, however enthusiastically, our success stories and sharing our opinions about the
role of applied research and researchers in the educational organizational context. We have
compiled an original set of empirical studies with data collected, in the most part, from
teachers, school administrators, district administrators and researchers; the people directly
involved in or affected by the collaborative research processes of interest. It is through their
eyes and voices that we add to our knowledge about the sensibility and the potential
viability of ‘participatory evaluation’ as an approach to organizational change in education.
Though most certainly of interest both to applied researchers and academics, this book is
written for educators. It is written for teachers and administrators. Those who have had
some prior exposure to or involvement in applied research activities, and those who have
not. Especially, this book is written for those who are intrigued by the possibilities of
applied research as a change lever and, in some sense, are seriously considering this route.
Part 1 begins with an overview of what we describe as participatory evaluation, couched
in a conceptual backdrop of theory, research and practical experience. Chapter 1 culminates
with an agenda for research and a challenge to researchers. Our first step toward meeting this
challenge was to organize a symposium at the annual meeting of the American Educational
Research Association (Division H, School Evaluation) held in Atlanta, Georgia, April 1993.
At the symposium, five independent empirical studies spanning a wide range of educational
contexts and locations were presented. In each of these studies, now presented in Part 2
(chapters 2 through 6 written by ourselves and Clay Lafleur, Linda Lee and Jean King),
applications of participatory evaluation were critically considered from different
perspectives. At the symposium, Michael Huberman and Marvin C.Alkin provided critical
syntheses of the papers. Subsequently, Michael Huberman presented his ideas in chapter 7
and Marvin Alkin’s ideas were passed along in written correspondence and incorporated
into chapter 10. Along the way to drawing together the themes and ideas emerging from
the studies we encountered fortuitous opportunities to enhance the collection with

additional empirical studies that add to the richness of the evidence we present and consider.



Chapters by Lyn Shulha and Bob Wilson and by Donna Mertens, Terry Berkeley and Susan
Lopez appear in Part 3 and help to develop our understanding of participatory evaluation by
collectively manipulating the contextual unit of analysis from a single school (Shulha and
Wilson) to a cross-cultural national education system (Mertens et al.). Part 4 of the book
consists of our systematic attempt to look across the studies, their different contexts, their
different foci and to extract themes and patterns emerging from them. Here we draw and
comment on ideas from Huberman and Alkin and attempt to capture what we have learned
from these studies and what that learning says about applied research in schools and school
systems. We conclude with a set of exercises and challenges for educators and students of
participatory evaluation to consider. It is our sincere hope that responses to these challenges
are readily informed by the evidence and messages provided in the collection.

We would like to express our gratitude to the contributors to this volume for their
thoughtful and illuminating chapters, for their willingness and eagerness to respond to our
feedback and for their patience over a somewhat protracted editorial process. Thanks also to
Ken Leithwood for providing some very insightful opening remarks, at the symposium and
in the Foreword, and to Ivor Goodson for inviting us to add to the Teachers’ Library series
and for his editorial comments and suggestions. Much of this work was made possible by a
research grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (Grant
# 410-92-0983): the opinions expressed within the final product are those of the authors
and do not necessarily reflect council policy. Margaret Oldfield provided us with very
helpful editorial comments on previous drafts of many of the chapters. Carolyn Brioux handled
the word processing and formatting chores with high levels of conscientiousness and speed.
Support staff at the University of Ottawa, notably Monique Carrier, also participated on
these tasks. Thanks to one and all for helping bring this project to fruition.

J.Bradley Cousins and Lorna M.Earl
January 1995



Part 1

Wh 1y Participatory Evaluation?

In 1992 we published an article in Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis that provided a
conceptual foundation for our ideas on participatory evaluation. In the paper, we described
participatory evaluation and prepared a justification for it from a review of empirical and theoretical
research. We then presented some preliminary thoughts about the conditions necessary in order for
participatory evaluation to be effective, and an agenda for research. One of the blind reviewers for that
article called it the best paper in evaluation he or she had seen in several years. Many of the ideas
presented in that 1992 article are revisited an chapter 1, but the chapter extends them by grounding the
case more directly in the context of considerations important to the process of change in educational
organizations. Also, we elaborate our ideas about organizational learning, a theoretical orientation
with natural appea]for utilization-oriented participatory evaluation. Finally, we end up with a set (yf
questions that require investigation, a natural point g”departurefor the remainder ofthe book.






Chapter 1
The Case for Participatory Evaluation:
Theory, Research, Practice
J.Bradley Cousins and Lorna M.Earl

‘Show Me’

The teacher’s role has and will continue to evolve at a rather sharp pace as schools persevere
into the next century with a variety of tensions and conflicts. There seems to be little
question that norms of privacy and isolation from peers and colleagues are under siege. At
the same time, teachers’ resolve to protect longstanding interests and to maintain a
territorial stance on classroom decision making is pervasive and strong. Teachers are just
plain unwilling to make a fundamental shift simply because a new idea sounds good. Blind
acceptance of new direction and expansion in the role is not enough. Not unlike Missouri
state automobile licence plates that proudly convey to the world the state’s nickname and a
people’s disposition toward ‘high falutin’ proposals and ideas, teachers are saying ‘show
me’.

This book is about the acceptance of a relatively new direction and expansion of the role
for educators. In particular, the focus for discussion, debate and deliberation is teachers’ and
principals’ involvement on school- and system-based applied research projects; activities
that clearly fall outside traditionally defined teaching roles. All things considered, why on
earth would teachers and principals want to become involved in applied research activities,
ventures that are entirely likely to spell hard work, heightened anxiety, tension and stress,
and general disequilibrium? We have some distinct ideas about the answer to this question.
The basis for our ideas is several years of experience working in schools and school systems
with educators on applied research projects of local interest. We have seen the benefits and
we have seen the pitfalls. We have hurdled obstacles and we have run into brick walls. But
we continue to pursue with alacrity, opportunities to work in partnership with our practice-
based colleagues and we absolutely delight in their invitations to come back. We understand
and accept that our delights are not sufficient to persuade others. We also appreciate that by
merely presenting our rationale for embracing collaborative research projects, no matter
how coherent, attractive or ‘high falutin’, we will not even begin to persuade the
uninitiated. We know that the proud message of the hearts and licence plates of Missourans
defines the path that we must take. That message provides both the starting point and the
impetus for this book.
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Professionalization as Inquiry Mindedness

The tensions, pressures and influences confronting schools are many, highly varied and
pervasive. As others have cogently considered these influences (see, for example,
Glickman, 1993; Leithwood, Begley, and Cousins, 1992; and Murphy, 1991) we will not
belabor them here. Suffice it to say that such forces as: rapid movement from industrial to
technology-based economies; aging populations; cultural, religious and ethnic diversity;
individual rights and freedoms; and the evolving role of the family and its implication for
children’s educational experiences, provide the dynamic and turbulent backdrop for
contemporary schooling. These forces continue to have significant implications for schools,
especially in defining the impetus for change and reform.

‘Restructuring’, yet another over-used and overworked term in educational circles,
provides the current handle for intended significant and sustained planned change and
school improvement. Restructuring and reform, of course, are by no means peculiar to
educators; organizations in both the public and private sector are globally embracing the
rhetoric for change. Restructuring in business and industry, however, implies something
different from the common understanding in education. There the term suggests a focus on
innovation and new product development with the expressed purpose of enhancing
competitiveness in the global marketplace. In education, on the other hand, restructuring
tends to imply the reconfiguration of organizational roles, relationships, and structures,
often in the context of some locally defined and valued end. Elmore and associates (1990)

describe what they see as three basic thrusts in educational restructuring:

1 raising educational standards, reflected predominantly in calls for ‘back to the basics’,
closer monitoring (testing) of student achievement, and heightened accountability
demands on educators;

2 involvements of members of the school community as legitimate and true partners in
the educational process, reflected in shared governance initiatives, provision to parents
of latitude in selecting their children’s school, and general efforts to engage families as
working partners in their children’s educational experience; and

3 the professionalization of teaching.

This third thrust provides the overarching framework for the present book.

The so-called professionalization of teaching implies significant reform in what teachers
do and think. The concept is a slippery one that means different things to different people.
Perhaps fundamental to our way of thinking about professionalization is the cultivation and
development of a posture of ‘inquiry-mindedness’ regarding technical core activities,
manifest in teachers’ genuine participation in the determination of school goals and the
means adopted to achieve those goals. The thinking among teachers as professionals
transcends the bounds of procedural knowledge or the drive to develop more fully an
understanding of ‘how’ one embraces instructional tasks, and extends more deeply to
questioning the very reasons for doing the task at all. Calls for reform in classroom practice
and the introduction of educational innovations are not accepted at face value, nor are they
rejected out of hand within a general mood of frustration and cynicism. Rather, new ideas

are critically evaluated against professional wisdom, a collective understanding of
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educational purpose and school-specific goals, and a clear and articulated sense of
underlying assumptions and values. The emphasis on asking ‘why?’ invariably precedes
questions of technical fidelity.

Organizations as Learning Entities

If we embrace an image of professionalization as inquiry-mindedness, what are the
implications for our view of what organizations are and how they operate? One set of
theoretical principles called ‘organizational learning’ provides a suitable framework within
which to consider this question.

Although relatively new to the study of educational administration, organizational
learning concepts have been considered in the broader study of organizational theory for
quite some time (Cousins, in press; Huber, 1991; Louis, 1994). They are premised on the
assumption that learning in organizations is not merely the sum of organization member
learnings. Herbert Simon (1991, pp. 125-6) comments on the synergistic qualities of
learning at this level:

Human learning in the context of an organization is very much influenced by the
organization, has consequences for the organization and produces phenomena at the
organizational level that go beyond anything we could infer simply by observing
learning processes in isolated individuals.

We see here the natural link to the fundamental notions of social interactionism and
Bandura’s foundational work on social learning theory (1977; 1986). The underlying
premise is one of an interactional model of causation in which personal factors associated
with individuals, environmental events and behaviors operate as interacting determinants of
one another. To follow, we summarize the key features of organizational learning theory as
a conceptual context for considering strategies or interventions designed to enhance the

learning capacity of organizations.

* Knowledge representation Knowledge is represented in organizations in a variety of ways.
Theorists (e.g., Argyris and Schén, 1978) differentiate between espoused theories such
as one would find in organizational policy documents and spoken utterances and
theories-in-use, the image of organizational processes and structures and the causal
relationships among them that are held by organization members. When such mental
representations are widely held among members, organizational learning capacity is
greater. Knowledge in organizations is also captured by organizational routines, codes,
documents, stories, jokes, and other symbolic representations. Theorists differentiate
between locally created or ‘generative’ knowledge and knowledge acquired from the
environment or ‘adaptive’ knowledge.

* Actions versus thoughts Some organization theorists maintain that organizational learning is
reflected in the ‘change in the range of potential organization behaviors’ (Huber, 1991),

but others argue that learning occurs through repetitive error detection and correction,
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and as such cannot occur unless observable organizational actions are apparent (Argyris,
1993).

* Levels of learning Low level, incremental, or ‘single loop’ organizational learning occurs
when the organizational response to stimulus for change is manifest in attempts to build
upon existing mental conceptions of operations and their consequences. High or ‘double-
loop’ learning occurs when organization members surface, articulate and reflect on deeply
held assumptions about purposes and processes (Argyris and Schon, 1978; Fiol and
Lyles, 1985; Lundberg, 1989). This sort of learning is non-incremental because
the organizational response will occur within a newly formulated ‘mental map’. At an
even higher level, one might consider the organization’s capacity to learn how to learn,
or what Argyris and Schén (1978) call ‘duetero learning’.

* Structural versus interpretive influences Organizational learning theorists maintain that an
organizational response to stimuli for change can and, depending on circumstances, will
vary from highly rational, deductive and logical to highly interpretive, non-linear and
non-rational (Daft and Huber, 1987; Lovell and Turner, 1988). This perspective
provides a better fit with what we know about how organizations operate and is a
distinct improvement on the highly rational image of organizations portrayed in much of
the program evaluation literature, for example.

* Organizational memory A significant feature associated with organizational learning is the
organization’s capacity to order and store information for future retrieval and, indeed,
its capacity to retrieve desired information as the need arises. Organizational memory
and production systems are held by organization members and thus susceptible to rapid
decay with personnel turnover and forgetting and by physical record keeping and
management information systems set up to perform the function (Levitt and March,
1988; Simon, 1991; Tiler and Gibbons, 1991). While the efficacy of storage and
retrieval systems is generally regarded as a key dimension in explaining organizational
learning, an organization’s ability to ‘unlearn’ is also viewed as being critical (Hedberg,
1981; Nystrom and Starbuck, 1984).

Organizations such as schools can engage in a variety of strategies and processes designed to
enhance organizational learning capacity and generative and adaptive knowledge bases.
Strategies designed to enhance a school’s generative knowledge might include, for example,
local experimentation or systematic trial and error; ongoing monitoring of performance;
simulation and gaming; and general strategies designed to improve internal
communications. Strategies designed to enhance adaptive learning, on the other hand,
include personnel recruitment; general and focused searches of the school’s environment;
vicarious learning by observing other schools through, for example, inter-school personnel
exchange and visitation; and imitative or mimetic learning (copying). Some strategies such
as program evaluation and needs assessment can be thought of as organizational strategies
designed to add to either generative or adaptive knowledge bases.
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Collaboration as the Key

The implications for schools of moving toward an image of professional and organizational
inquiry-mindedness are considerable. Key to this movement is a fully developed conception
of teachers’ joint work reflected by collaborative curriculum decision making; genuine and
direct participation in non-curricular, managerial or organizational governance processes;
frequent collegial exchange; and the general dissipation of norms of isolation and privacy
when it comes to classroom-based activities. Zahorik’s (1987) observation that
‘collaboration stops at the classroom door’ (p. 391) would give way to norms of
professional sharing, joint implementation, and collegial observation and feedback. But if
educators accept this image and embrace it as worthy of pursuit they will find the transition
to contemporary norms to be fraught with obstacles and challenges.

Researchers in many countries have described the persistence in schools of teacher norms
of privacy (Little, 1990), noninterference (Feiman-Nemser and Floden, 1986; Huberman,
1990; Lortie, 1975; Nias, Southworth and Yeomans, 1989), individualism (Hargreaves,
1990), and lack of commitment to opportunities for school-wide decision making (Duke
and Gansneder, 1990; Duke, Showers and Imber, 1980; Hallinger, Murphy and Hausman,
1991). These conditions are not particularly consistent with the establishment of
collaborative culture as a vehicle for school reform. Huberman (1990) characterized
teachers as ‘tinkerers’ who operate independently in adherence to norms of
noninterference, and rely more on their personal, practical knowledge in thinking about
their teaching than on interaction with peers. Leinhardt and Greeno (1986) amplify the
notion of teacher independence by elucidating expert teachers’ preference for on-the-spot
decision making with minimal pre-planning. Hargreaves (1990) developed an explanation
of persistent teacher isolation based on the merits of individualism rooted in an ethic of care
and service. The demand on teachers’ time away from class was suggested to be a sufficient
deterrent to collaboration. Some researchers (e.g., Campbell and Southworth, 1990) even
go so far as to say that teachers are ill prepared to collaborate and lack the capacity to work
in groups.

Some critics of collaborative activity as a reasonable route to desired change in schools,
have framed their arguments in terms of reward structures, suggesting that collaborative
work will diminish intrinsic rewards available to teachers. Intrinsic rewards are defined as
feelings of satisfaction arising from personally meaningful intangibles such as pride in
student achievement, collegial stimulation and support, the glow of service, and enjoyment
of teaching activities (Feiman-Nemser and Floden, 1986). Extrinsic rewards are defined as
organizational mechanisms for benefiting individuals, such as pay awards, and promotion to
positions of added responsibility that confer prestige and/or power. Such rewards are
virtually nonexistent in the ‘flat’ teaching career (Feiman-Nemser and Floden, 1986).
Indeed, leadership strategies focused on the distribution of extrinsic rewards (Blase, 1990;
Sergiovanni, 1989), including merit pay and career ladder systems installed to enhance
teachers’ performance through incentives have met with less than satisfactory results
(Bacharach and Conley, 1989; Shedd and Bacharach, 1991; Tyack, 1990). What is not clear
is whether intensified teacher-teacher interaction will act to curtail the availability to
teachers of intrinsic rewards, or, indeed, to enhance them.

Some would argue that under the right conditions, teachers’ joint work may either

enhance the availability of intrinsic rewards for teachers or provide an additional source of
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them (e.g., Feiman-Nemser and Floden, 1986). Empirical support for this proposition is
beginning to accumulate. In an interview study, for example, Lytle and Fecho (1989)
reported that teachers involved in a cross-visitation program found their own classes more
intellectually challenging, changed their own routines, tended to learn more from students,
received validation of their own skills, became more reflective, and improved their view of
the teaching profession. Kushman (1992) came to similar conclusions in stating that,
‘Rewards were derived from meaningful adult contact, from working together with one’s
colleagues to solve daily problems’ (p. 28). He concluded, as did Rosenholtz (1989) and
Louis and Smith (1991), that teachers’ joint work can enhance their commitment to the
organization. Other intrinsically satisfying activities include participating in the initiation of
new programs, witnessing the motivation of others to experiment, and the generation of
new ideas through brainstorming (Little, 1987; Nias et al., 1989; Rosenholtz, 1989).

Another outcome attributable to collaborative work cultures is the development
of shared meaning of program implementation and a collective theory of work (Little,
1990; Nias et al., 1989). In the UK, Nias and her associates found that, ‘everyday talk was
the medium through which shared meanings first evolved and then were continuously and
implicitly reinforced’ (p. 79). Earth (1989) connected collaborative activity to teacher
learning, and Rosenholtz and her associates (Rosenholtz, 1989; Rosenholtz, Bassler and
Hoover-Dempsey, 1986) concluded that the case with which teachers give and receive
collegial advice is directly related to their acquisition and development of skills. The link
between teacher-teacher interaction and student growth has not been well established
(Little, 1990; McCarthy and Peterson, 1989), but some evidence suggests that an indirect
link may exist through enhanced teacher efficacy and satisfaction (Ashton and Webb, 1986;
Kushman, 1992; Newmann, Rutter and Smith, 1989; Rosenholtz, 1989; Sarason, 1990).

In Canada, we studied a sample of three successful schools (Cousins, Ross and Maynes,
1994) and found that individual and organizational benefits derived from teachers’ joint
work were to some extent a function of ‘depth of collaboration’ or the type and degree of
sharing among teacher colleagues. For example, deeper, more penetrating forms of
collaborative implementation of educational innovations were found to be associated with
increased understanding of educational innovations, clarity of interpretation and goals,
enhanced communication among teacher colleagues, better knowledge and understanding
of students, and the development of confidence, self esteem and sense of belonging within
the organizations. These outcomes for teachers were seen to be distinct from, and perhaps
in addition to, the normal instrumental benefits of joint work, such as division of labour and
time saving, equitable distribution of resources and the development of collectively owned
and supported products (curriculum materials, innovations, decisions, etc.). If we concede
that under the right circumstances, collaborative activities among teacher colleagues are
desirable, then it remains to be seen which sorts of activities will be most beneficial and
useful. Collaborative involvement in applied research activities, we propose, constitutes

one form of joint work worth a close look.
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The Case for Participatory Evaluation

What is Participatory Evaluation?

By participatory evaluation we mean applied social research that involves trained evaluation
personnel (or research specialists) and practice-based decision makers working in
partnership (Cousins and Earl, 1992). Usually decision makers are organization members
with program responsibility or people with a vital interest in the program—in Alkin’s
(1991) terms, ‘primary users’. Participatory evaluation is best suited to formative
evaluation projects that seck to understand innovations (programs) with the expressed
intention of informing and improving their implementation.

In participatory evaluation, the evaluator helps to train key organizational personnel in the
technical skills vital to the successful completion of the research project. Essentially,
practitioners ‘learn on the job’ under the relatively close supervision of the expert evaluator
while both parties participate in the research process. Such learning is crucial to the
participatory model since it is intended that key organization members develop sufficient
technical knowledge and research skills to take on the coordinating role on continuing and
new projects, and need to rely on the evaluator for consultation about technical issues and
tasks, such as statistical analysis, instrument design, technical reporting, and the like.

Participatory evaluation is likely to be responsive to local needs, while maintaining
sufficient technical rigor so as to satisfy probable critics, thereby enhancing use within the
local context. This feature differentiates participatory evaluation from other similar

practice-based research activities.

How is Participatory Evaluation Different?

Participatory evaluation is conceptually distinguishable from various forms of action
research and other types of collaborative inquiry on two important, although not
independent, dimensions: interests (goals) and form (process). First, traditional action
research orientations advocate the simultaneous improvement of local practice and the
generation of valid social theory (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1993; Whyte, 1991). More
contemporary ‘practitioner-centred’ instances of action research (e.g., emancipatory,
critical, educative) are explicitly normative in form and function and have as a goal the
empowerment of individuals or groups or the rectification of societal inequities (e.g., Carr
and Kemmis, 1992; Gitlin et al., 1992; McTaggart, 1991). Such interests are beyond the
scope of participatory evaluation. The approach that we advocate is not ideologically bound,
nor is it devoted to the generation of social theory. Rather, participatory evaluation has, as
its central interest, secking to enhance the use of evaluation data for practical problem
solving within the contemporary organizational context. A second dimension, form, takes
shape in participatory evaluation by having the researcher working in partnership with
members of the community of practice. Whereas researchers bring a set of technical skills
to the research act, practitioners bring a thorough knowledge of context and content. The
researcher works as coordinator or facilitator of the research project but fully shares control
and involvement in all phases of the research act with practitioners. This thrust is
distinguishable both from traditional forms of action research where control of the research
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process is maintained by the researcher (e.g., Whyte, 1991), and from practitioner-centred
approaches (e.g., teacher research) where such control lies completely in the hands of the
practitioner group (e.g., Elliot, 1991; Hustler, Cassidy and Cuff, 1986).

Participatory evaluation boils down to an extension of the conventional ‘stakeholder-

based’ evaluation model best characterized by the following features:

* The stakeholder model attempts to engage a large number of potentially interested
members of the organization in order to create support. The participatory model
involves a relatively small number of primary users.

* The stakeholder model involves organization members in a consultative way to clarify
domains and establish the questions for the evaluation or research project. The
participatory model engages the primary users in the ‘nuts and bolts’ of problem
formulation, instrument design or selection, data collection, analysis, interpretation,
recommendations and reporting.

* In the stakeholder model, the researcher is the principal investigator who translates the
institutional requirements into a study and conducts that study. In the participatory
model, the researcher is the coordinator of the project with responsibility for technical

support, training, and quality control. Conducting the study is a joint responsibility.

Why Participatory Evaluation?

The underlying justification for this approach is problem solving in professional work which
is closely tied to Schoén’s (1983) terms: reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action.
Through participatory evaluation, organization members may be surprised by what they
observe and moved to rethink their professional practice. Unlike emancipatory forms of
action research, the rationale for participatory evaluation resides not in its ability to ensure
social justice or to somehow even the societal playing field but in the utilization of
systematically collected and socially constructed knowledge. Our orientation toward
evaluation utilization (Cousins and Leithwood, 1986) suggests that under certain conditions
evaluation or applied research data will be used either in providing support for discrete
decisions within the organization (e.g., decisions about program continuation or
termination, and decisions associated with program management) or in educating
organization members about program operation and consequences of program practices.
These uses of evaluation data are known to be dependent on two main categories of factors:
features of the evaluation itself including its timeliness, relevance, quality and intelligibility;
and features of the context in which data are expected to be used, such as organizational
need for information, political climate, and receptiveness toward systematic inquiry as a
mode to understanding (Cousins and Leithwood, 1986).

This framework for understanding participatory evaluation is inadequate in at least two
respects. First, it links the use of data to an undifferentiated individual called the decision
maker. To assume that organizational decisions supported by data are the product of single
individuals processing information and translating it into action is, at best, tenuous, and
probably not representative of decision making in most organizations. Rather, decisions
made explicitly or implicitly are the product of some form of collective discourse,
deliberation or exchange (Kennedy, 1984; Lindblom and Cohen, 1979). As such it is
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eminently preferable to envision the nature and consequences of participatory evaluation
within the context of organizational groups, units, subunits, and the like. A second
inadequacy is that the evaluation utilization framework as described fails to recognize the
powerful influences of various forms of interaction between practice-based and researcher-
based communities. Considerable evidence is accumulating to show the benefits of
combining the unique sets of skills brought to projects and tasks by both researchers and
members of the community of practice, regardless of whether or not the tasks are research-
based.

In a recent article (Cousins and Earl, 1992) we provide a thorough review of a variety of
lines of research-based evidence in support of the participatory research process. A brief
summary of the conclusions within each is presented in table 1.1. These findings underscore
the importance of social interaction and exchange and the need to conceive of
organizational processes in collective and social terms. They also support the integration of
research and practice specializations as a means to stimulating enduring organizational
change. An appropriate theoretical framework within which to situate participatory
evaluation then will be one that adheres to such principles. The perspective on
organizational learning and teachers’ joint work described above provides such a framework.

Participatory evaluation, viewed from within this perspective, is a strategy or
intervention that will produce adaptive knowledge to the extent that it monitors and provides
an opportunity for the interpretation of program outcomes and generative knowledge such
that interpretations lead to enlightenment or the development of new insights into program
operations or effects, or especially organizational processes and consequences. In schools,
we see participatory evaluation as a powerful learning system designed to foster local
applied research and thereby enhance social discourse about relevant school-based issues.
When applied research tasks are carried out by school and district staff their potential for
enhancing organizational learning capacity will be strengthened. This requirement of direct
involvement in the research process and learning about technical research knowledge will
heighten opportunities for staff to discuss process and outcome data and to rethink their
conceptions and challenge basic assumptions in ways not previously available. Making
explicit underlying assumptions about practice is a necessary precursor to individual and
group learning (Senge, 1990). Participatory evaluation will also develop within staff their
propensity to be consumers of local applied research conducted by colleagues or others.
Partial turnover in personnel from one evaluation project to another will naturally engage
more and more organization members in the process and increase the likelihood and the
potential for organizational learning.

While we have provided a strong rationale for participatory evaluation from available
rescarch-based evidence and from a theoretical standpoint we have arrived only at a starting
point. Much remains to be known about participatory evaluation as a learning system,
particularly concerning its fit with the organization and culture of schools. The case studies
in this book represent a variety of different forays into schools and school systems viewed
through the lens of participatory evaluation. Through them we hope to achieve a better
understanding of how, and even whether, this approach can be useful to schools on the road
to continuous improvement. In this quest, we have many unanswered questions that we
hope to explore. We are particularly interested in the changes a participatory evaluation

model will require in the way schools operate and in the role of evaluators and researchers.
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Table 1.1 Research-based evidence supporting the participatory research process

Line of Research Source Themes and Conclusions
Conceptions of Kennedy (1984) * Conceptualizations, research use
Use King and Pechman (1986) are too simplistic, not sensitive

Weiss and Bucuvalas {1980) to dynamic complexities

Non-use of research is a
legitimate outcome of
organizations

Interpretations of facts are used
rather than facts themselves
Knowledge is socially

.

constructed
Participation and Cousins and Leithwood ¢ Ongoing contacts and
Linkage (1993) connections between researchers
Greene (1987, 1988a, 1988b) and practitioners regarding
Hargreaves (1984} research projects will create
Huberman (1987, 1990) organizational conditions for
Louis and Dentler {(1988) sharing and thinking about the

meaning of data
Participation helps develop in
practitioners skills to do research

Prior Training Green and Kvidahl (1990) e Prior training in research methods
McColskey, Altschuid and enhances practitioners’
Lawton (1985) receptiveness to research, and
Walker and Cousins {1994) consumption and use of research
School-University  Goodlad and Soder (1992} ® Partnerships are mutually
Partnerships Vivian {1989) beneficial to school-based and
university-based personnel
® Teachers in partnering schools
are more likely to participate in
school visitations, professional
conferences, review research,
form new strategies and alliances
Internal King and Pechman (1984) * Internal research units and
Evaluation Mathison (1991) functions are increasing

Such units likely to be highly
useful given emphasis on
formative issues and proximity to
program issues and matters
Empirical research in its infancy

Unanswered Questions

Participatory evaluation offers a powerful approach to the improvement of educational
organizations by creating learning systems that enhance organizational learning and,
consequently, lead to better informed decisions. Required, however, are a number of
predispositions and adjustments on the part of both the schools and evaluators working with
them. At least some of these conditions are likely to be integral to the success of

participatory evaluation as school or school district learning systems.

What is Required of Schools and School Systems ?

For participatory evaluation to become viable, certain organizational realities must be taken
into account. We have identified five requirements that seem especially important. First,

and perhaps key, evaluation and local applied research must be valued by schools and
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districts. There is considerable evidence to support the suggestion that organizational
decisions are made in non-rational, haphazard, politically sensitive ways and that evaluation,
which assumes a rationalistic model of organizations, necessarily will have limited impact
(C.H.Weiss and Bucuvalas, 1980; C.H.Weiss, 1988). Yet evaluation activities appear to be
flourishing. In Ontario, Canada, for example, many school systems are operating on a cycle
of curriculum review, development, and implementation (Fullan, Anderson and Newton,
1986; Leithwood, 1987), which identifies an integral role for evaluation. Argyris and Schon
(1978) refer to a similar cycle of discovery-invention-production-generalization in their
description of requirements of effective organizational learning systems. Such patterns
suggest that organizations, though not entirely rational, want to use evaluation information
and strive to systematize their assessment of information through review or discovery.
While routine use of data may not currently be within the organizational culture of schools
and school systems, there is reason to suspect that change in this direction is both desirable
and possible.

Second, the administration must provide the time and resources required. This
requirement is somewhat, although not exclusively, dependent upon the first. The level of
involvement of teachers and school administrators in the research process will be necessarily
substantial. Anyone who has participated in a serious applied research project from start to
finish will have a clear understanding of this verity. But it must be assumed that these folks
are extremely busy coping with the daily pressures of their own roles: teachers, for
example, are continually being asked to do more in less time (Sarason, 1990). It is vital,
then, that organizations sufficiently free up primary users from their routine tasks in order
for them to meaningfully participate in the research.

Third, and also dependent upon the first requirement, school districts need to be
committed to organizational learning as a route toward improvement. This implies a need
to improve organizational memory concerning the applied research process. The participatory
evaluation process is likely to be highly technical and somewhat foreign to the normal role of
teachers and administrators (Walker and Cousins, 1994). While it will work toward
developing within schools the capacity to carry out these complex tasks, unless
organizational memory is enhanced through, for example, assigning key personnel to
subsequent projects in a cascade approach, or explicitly documenting procedures and
processes to be followed, such development is unlikely to occur.

Fourth, teachers and administrators participating in evaluation activities must be
motivated. These people are likely to face significant challenges and relatively tight time-
lines. Are they fully cognizant of the scope of the endeavor before agreeing to participate? Can
they afford to be away from their organizational function to the extent that would be
demanded by the evaluation? Freeing up personnel from their routine duties may be a
source of resentment for some, the consequences of which ought not to be taken lightly.
What are the personal benefits to be accumulated? What are the assurances that a useful
contribution can be made? What will be the consequences of participation for relationships
with others within the school and district (i.e., subordinates, peers, superordinates)?

Fifth, and finally, it is necessary to assume that staff likely to participate in evaluation
activities do not have sufficient research experience and knowledge to carry out such tasks,
but that they have the ability to learn given appropriate training. In educational contexts,

for example, it is well documented that teacher training involves, at best, only cursory
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exposure to measurement principles or evaluation techniques (Schafer and Lissitz, 1987).
Given the nature of teachers” work, it is unlikely that they would have substantial access to
technical research knowledge in their normal routines. Since their initial participation is likely
to be in the role of apprentice, and since only some would continue on subsequent research
tasks, it is not necessary to have all participants develop extensively their research skills.
However, it is pivotal that at least some primary users have the potential to do so quickly

and have the leadership skills to aid in carrying out subsequent coordinator roles.

What will be the Role of Researchers?

The role of trained researchers in participatory evaluation is a significant departure from
more traditional views of the role. We have identified six requirements of evaluators that must
be met in order for the organizational benefits of participatory evaluation to be realized.
First, evaluators must have the necessary training and expertise in technical research skills.
Since evaluation and applied research have flourished as legitimate enterprises since the
1960s the availability of such expertise to school systems is not likely to be problematic.

A second dimension of availability may be more troublesome. Evaluators must be
accessible to organizations for participatory activities. Whether located internally within the
organization or externally to it, significant demands on evaluators’ time will be generated
by the participatory model. Furthermore, time will be required for researchers and
practitioners to develop a shared language. The critical importance of effective
communication cannot be understated.

Third, resources necessary to the research process (e.g., access to support services,
budget for incurred costs) must be made available. This assumption is specific not only to
participatory evaluation, but, of course, is inextricably tied to organizational needs and
administrative commitment to the process. Again, needs will vary depending upon the
organizational location (i.e., internal versus external) of the evaluator.

A fourth consideration is an emerging instructional role for evaluators in the
participatory process. Although the conception of ‘evaluator-as-teacher’ is not new
(Anderson and J.Weiss, 1983; J.Weiss, 1989; Wise, 1980), we refer here to teaching about
evaluation rather than teaching through evaluation. In the participatory context, evaluators
must be capable of training practice-based staff in the skills of systematic inquiry. An
important consideration, however, is that the circumstances under which such training
would occur probably will be less than ideal from an instructional standpoint (e.g.,
interruptions, time pressures, competing priorities). Evaluators must be sensitive to
principles of adult learning and ought to have the appropriate interpersonal and
communication skills. Since a significant portion of the training is likely to take place as
projects unfold, the exercise is likely to be grounded within contexts familiar and
meaningful to practitioner participants.

Fifth, evaluators must be motivated to participate. The goal of empowering teachers and
administrators with the technical knowledge and skill to conduct useful applied research s vital
and needs to be explicitly acknowledged and accepted by all. Evaluators who are able to
transcend an edict of expert-novice professional relationships, and who are willing to share

and instruct about their technical expertise will be more likely to experience success.
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Sixth, and finally, and also related to the foregoing discussion, evaluators ought to have
significant tolerance for imperfection. The training task, as a rule, will be a significant
challenge particularly where staff not grounded in prior research experience and training
are concerned. Evaluators must acknowledge and accept that errors and mistakes are likely
to be common. It is incumbent upon them to anticipate and deal with such mistakes so as to

maintain the integrity and necessary standards of technical quality for the research process.

Concluding Remarks

Participatory evaluation in education, then, at first blush, has a bright future. It holds the
promise espoused by advocates of collegial work, it is likely to provide a practical and cost-
effective alternative and it appears to offer a distinct approach for schools and school
systems wishing to develop organizational learning capacity. But the current bank of
empirical data is much too thin to warrant unreflective change in this direction. In the
presentation and critical synthesis of the original empirical studies to follow we hope to add
substantially to this knowledge base.

References

ALKIN, M.C. (1991) ‘Evaluation theory development II’, in MCLAUGHLIN, M.W. and
PHILLIPS, D.C. (eds) Evaluation and Education: At Quarter Century, (Ninetieth Yearbook of

National Society for the Study of Education) Chicago, University of Chicago Press, pp. 91—-112.

ANDERSON, S. and WEISS, ]J. (1983; April) ‘The pedagogical potential of case studies:
Considerations for evaluation practice.” Paper presented at the annual meeting of the
American Educational Research Association, Montreal.

ARGYRIS, C. (1993) Knowledge for Action: A Guide to Overcoming Barriers to Organizational Change, San
Francisco, CA, Jossey-Bass.

ARGYRIS, C. and SCHON, D.A. (1978) Organizational Learning: A Theory of Action Perspective,
Reading, MA, Addison-Wesley.

ASHTON, P. and WEBB, R. (1986) Making a Difference: Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy and Student
Achievement, New York, Longman.

BACHARACH, S.B. and CONLEY, S.C. (1989) ‘Uncertainty and decisionmaking in teaching:
Implications for managing line professionals’, in SERGIOVANNI, T.]. and MOORE, ].H.
(eds) Schooling for Tomorrow: Directing Reforms to Issues that Count, Boston, Allyn and Bacon, pp.
311-29.

BANDURA, A. (1977) Social Learning Theory, Englewood Cliffs, NJ, Prentice Hall.

BANDURA, A. (1986) Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive Theory, Englewood
Cliffs, NJ, Prentice Hall.

BARTH, R.S. (1989) The principal and the profession of teaching’, in SERGIOVANNI, T.]. and
MOORE, ].H. (eds) Schooling for Tomorrow: Directing Reforms to Issues that Count, Boston, Allyn
and Bacon, pp. 227-50.

BLASE, ].J. (1990) ‘Some negative effects of principals’ control-oriented and protective political
behaviour’, American Educational Research Journal, 27, 4, pp. 727-53.

CAMPBELL, P. and SOUTHWORTH, G. (1990; April) ‘Rethinking collegiality: Teachers’ views’.
Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association,
Boston, MA.



16 J.BRADLEY COUSINS AND LORNA M.EARL

CARR, W. and KEMMIS, S. (1992) Becoming Critical: Education, Knowledge and Action Research,
London, Falmer Press.

COCHRAN-SMITH, M. and LYTLE, S. (1993) Inside/ Outside: Teacher Research and Knowledge, New
York, Teachers’ College Press.

COUSINS, ].B. (in press) ‘Understanding organizational learning for educational leadership and
school reform’, in LEITHWOOD, K.A. (ed.) International Handbook of Educational Leadership
and Administration, Boston, Klewer Academic Publishers.

COUSINS, ]J.B. and EARL, L.M. (1992) ‘The case for participatory evaluation’, Educational
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 14, 4, pp. 397-418.

COUSINS, ]J.B. and LEITHWOOD, K.A. (1986) ‘Current empirical research on evaluation
utilization’, Review of Educational Research, 56, 3, pp. 331—64.

COUSINS, ]J.B. and LEITHWOOD, K.A. (1993) ‘Enhancing knowledge utilization as a strategy for
school improvcmcnt’. Knowledge: Creation, Diﬁrusion, Utilization, 14, 3, pp. 305-33.

COUSINS, ].B., Ross, ]J.A. and MAYNES, F.]J. (1994) The reported nature and consequences of
teachers’ joint work in three exemplary schools’, Elementary School Journal, 94, 4, pp. 441-65.

DAFT, R.L. and HUBER, G.P. (1987) ‘How organizations learn: A communication framework’,
Research in the Sociology qfOrganizations, 5, pp. 1-36.

DUKE, D. and GANSNEDER, B. (1990) ‘Teacher empowerment: The view from the classroom’,
Educational Policy, 4, 2, pp. 145-60.

DUKE, D.L., SHOWERS, B. and IMBER, M. (1980) ‘Teachers and shared decision making: The
costs and benefits of involvement’, Educational Administration Quarterly, 16, 1, pp. 93— 106.

ELLIOT, J. (1991) Action Research of Educational Change, Milton Keynes, Open University Press.

ELMORE, R. and ASSOCIATES (eds) (1990) Restructuring Schools: The Next Generation of Educational
Rgform, San Francisco, ]osscy—Bass.

FEIMAN-NEMSER, S. and FLODEN, R.E. (1986) ‘The cultures of teaching’, in WITTROCK,
M.C.

Handbook of Research on Teaching, New York, Macmillan Publishing Company, pp. 505-26.

FIOL, C.M. and LYLES, M.A. (1985) ‘Organizational learning’, Academy of Management Review, 10,
pp. 803-813.

FULLAN, M.G., ANDERSON, S. and NEWTON, E. (1986) Support Systems for Implementing
Curriculum in School Boards, Toronto, The Queen’s Printer for Ontario.

GITLIN, A., BRINGHURST, K., BURNS, M., COOLEY, V., MYERS, B., PRICE, K., RUSSELL,
R. and TIESS, P. (1992) Teachers Voices for School Change, New York, Teachers’ College Press.

GLICKMAN, C.D. (1993) Renewing America’s Schools: A Guide for School-based Action, San Francisco,
Jossey-Bass.

GOODLAD, ].I. and SODER, R. (1991) ‘School-university partnerships: An appraisal of an idea’,
Occasional Paper No. 15. Seattle, Wash. Institute for the Study of Educational Policy, College
of Education, University of Washington.

GREENE, ].C. (1987) ‘Stakeholder participation in evaluation design: Is it worth the effort?’,
Evaluation and Program Planning, 10, pp. 375-94.

GREENE, ].C. (1988a) ‘Communication of results and utilization in participatory program
evaluation’, Evaluation and Program Planning, 11, pp. 341-51.

GREENE, ].C. (1988b), ‘Stakeholder participation and utilization in program evaluation’
Evaluation Review, 12, 3, pp. 91-116.

GREEN, K.E. and KVIDAHL, R.F. (1990; April) ‘Research methods courses and post-bachelor

education: Effects on teachers’ research use and opinions’. Paper presented at the annual

>

meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Boston, April.



THE CASE FOR PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION: THEORY, RESEARCH, PRACTICE 17

HALLINGER, P., MURPHY, ]. and HAUSMAN, C. (1991; April) ‘Conceptualizing school
restructuring: Principals’ and teachers’ perceptions.” Paper presented at the annual meeting of
the American Educational Research Association, Chicago, IL.

HARGREAVES, A. (1990; April) ‘Individualism and individuality: Reinterpreting the teacher
culture’, Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research
Association, Boston, MA.

HARGREAVES, A. (1984) ‘Experience counts, theory doesn’t: How teachers talk about their
work’, Sociology of Education, 57, pp. 244—54.

HEDBERG, B. (1981) ‘How organizations learn and unlearn’, in NYSTROM, P.C. and
STARBUCK, W.H. (eds) Handbook of Organizational Design: Vol. 1. Adapting Organizations to
their Environments, New York, Oxford University Press, pp. 2—-27.

HUBER, G.P. (1991) ‘Organizational learning: The contributing processes and the literature’,
Organizational Science, 2, 1, pp. 88—115.

HUBERMAN, M. (1990) ‘Linkage between researchers and practitioners: A qualitative study’,
American Educational Research Journal, 27, pp. 363-91.

HUSTLER, D., CASSIDY, T. and CUFF, T.E. (1986) Action Research in Classrooms and Schools,
London, Allen & Unwin.

KENNEDY, M.M. (1984) ‘How evidence alters understanding and decisions’, Educational Evaluation
and Policy Analysis, 6, 3, pp. 207-26.

KING, J.A. and PECHMAN, E.M. (1984) ‘Pinning a wave to the shore: Conceptualizing evaluation
use in school systems’ Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 6, 3, pp. 241—251.

KUSHMAN, J.W. (1992) ‘The organizational dynamics of teacher workplace commitment: A study
of urban elementary and middle schools’, Education Administration Quarterly, 28, 1, pp. 5-42.

LEINHARDT, G. and GREENO, J.G. (1986) ‘The cognitive skill of teaching’, Journal of Educational
Psychology, 78, 2, pp. 75-95.

LEITHWOOD, K.A. (1987) ‘Using the principal profile to assess performance’, Educational
Leadership, 45, 1, pp. 63—6.

LEITHWOOD, K.A., BEGLEY, P.T. and COUSINS, ].B. (1992) Developing Expert Leadership for
Future Schools, London, Falmer Press.

LEVITT, B. and MARCH, ].G. (1988) ‘Organizational learning’, Annual Review of Sociology, 14, pp.
319-40.

LINDBLOM, C.E. and COHEN, O.K. (1979) Usable Knowledge, New Haven, CT, Yale University
Press.

LITTLE, ]J.W. (1987) Teachers as colleagues’, in RICHARSON-HOEHLER, V. (ed) Educators
Handbook: A Research Perspective, New York, NY, Longman, pp. 491-518.

LITTLE, J.W. (1990) ‘The persistence of privacy: Autonomy and initiative in teachers’ professional
relations,” Teachers” College Record, 91, 4, pp. 509—36.

LORTIE, D. (1975) Schoolteacher: A Sociological Study, Chicago, University of Chicago Press.

Louis, K.S. and DENTLER, R.A. (1988) ‘Knowledge use and school improvement’, Curriculum
Inquiry, 18, 10, pp. 33-62.

Louis, K.S. (1994) ‘Beyond bureaucracy: Rethinking how schools change’, School Effectiveness and
School Improvement, 5, 1, pp. 2—24.

Louis, K.S. and SMITH, B. (1991) ‘Restructuring, teacher engagement and school culture:
Perspectives on school reform and the improvement of teacher’s work’, School Effectiveness and
School Improvement, 2, 1, pp. 34-52.

LOVELL, R.D. and TURNER, B.M. (1988) ‘Organizational learning, bureaucratic control, pre
servation of form: Addition to our basic understanding of research utilization in public

organizations’, Knowledge: Creation, Diffusion, Utilization, 9, 3, pp. 404-25.



18 ]J.BRADLEY COUSINS AND LORNA M.EARL

LUNDBERG, C.C. (1989) ‘On organizational learning: Implications and opportunities for
expanding organizational development’, Research in Organizational Change and Development, 3,
pp- 61-82.

LYTLE, S.L. and FECHO, R. (1989; March) ‘Meeting strangers in familiar places: Teacher
collaboration by cross-visitation’. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American
Educational Research Association, San Francisco.

MATHISON, S. (1991) ‘What do we know about internal evaluation?’, Evaluation and Program
Planning, 14, pp. 159-65.

MCCARTHY, S.J. and PETERSON, P.L. (1989; March) ‘Teacher roles: Weaving new patterns in
classroom practice and school organization’ . Paper presented at the annual meeting of the
American Educational Research Association, San Francisco.

MCCOLSKEY, W.H., ALTSCHULD, J.W. and LAWTON, R.W. (1985) ‘Predictors of
principals’ reliance on formal and informal sources of information’, Educational Evaluation and
Policy Analysis, 7, 4, pp. 427-36.

MCTAGGART, R. (1991) ‘Principles for participatory action research’. Adult Education Quarterly,
41,3, pp. 168-87.

MURPHY, J. (1991) Restructuring Schools: Capturing and Assessing the Phenomena, New York, Teachers’
College Press.

NEWMANN, F.M., RUTTER, R.A. and SMITH, M.S. (1989) ‘Organizational factors that affect
school sense of efficacy, community, and expectations’, Sociology of Education, 62, pp. 221-38.

NIAS, J., SOUTHWORTH, G. and YEOMANS, R. (1989) Staff Relationships in the Primary School: A
Study of Organizational Cultures, London, Cassell.

NYSTROM, P.C. and STARBUCK, W.H. (1984) ‘To avoid organizational crises, unlearn’,
Organizational Dynamics, 12, pp. 53—65.

ROSENHOLTZ, S.]J. (1989) Teachers’ Workplace: The Social Organization of the School, New York,
Longman.

ROSENHOLTZ, S.]J., BASSLER, O. and HOOVER-DEMPSEY, K. (1986) ‘Organizational
conditions of teacher learning’, Teaching and Teacher Education, 2, 2, pp. 91—104.

SARASON, S. (1990) The Predictable Failure of Educational Reform, San Francisco, JosseyBass.

SCHAFER, W.D. and LISSITZ, R.W. (1987) ‘Measurement training for school personnel:
Recommendations and reality’, Journal of Teacher Education, 38, 3, pp. 57—63.

SCHON, D.A. (1983) The Reflective Practitioner, New York, Basic Books.

SENGE, P.M. (1990) The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of Organizational Learning, New York,
Doubleday.

SERGIOVANNI, T.]J. (1989) ‘Science and scientism in supervision and teaching’, Journal of
Curriculum and Supervision, 4, 2, pp. 93—105.

SHEDD, ]J.B. and BACHARACH, S.B. (1991) Tangled Hierarchies, San Francisco, Jossey-Bass.

SIMON, H.A. (1991) ‘Bounded rationality and organizational learning’, Organizational Science, 2, 1,
pp- 125-34.

TILER, C. and GIBBONS, M. (1991) ‘A case study of organizational learning: The UK teaching
company scheme’, Industry and Higher Education, 5, 1, pp. 47-55.

TYACK, D. (1990) “Restructuring” in historical perspective: Tinkering toward Utopia’, Teachers
College Record, 92, 2, pp. 170-91.

VIVIAN, H.W. (1989; March) ‘Improving schools through application of “effective schools”
research’, Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research

Association, San Francisco.



THE CASE FOR PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION: THEORY, RESEARCH, PRACTICE 19

WALKER, C.A. and COUSINS, ]J.B. (1994; October) ‘Influences on teachers’ attitudes toward
applied educational research’. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American
Evaluation Association, Boston, MA, November.

WEISS, C.H. (1988) ‘Evaluation for decisions: Is anybody there? Does anybody care?’ Evaluation
Practice, 9, 1, pp. 5-19.

WEISS. J. (1989) ‘Evaluation and subversive educational activity’, in MILBURN, G., GOODSON,
I. and CLARK, R. (eds) Re-interpreting Curriculum Research: Images and Arguments, London,
Falmer Press, pp. 121-31.

WEISS, C.H. and BUCUVALAS, M.]. (1980) Social Science Research and Decision Making, New York,
Columbia University Press.

WISE, R. (1980) ‘Evaluator as educator’, in BRASKAMP, L.A. and BROWN, R.D. (eds)
Utilization of Evaluative Information: New Directions in Program Evaluation, 5, pp. 11-18, San
Francisco, Jossey-Bass.

WHYTE, W.F. (1991) Participatory Action Research, Newbury Park, Sage.

Zahorik, J.A. (1987) ‘Teachers’ collegial interaction: An exploratory study’, The Elementary School
Journal, 87, 4, pp. 385-96.



20



Part 2

Participatory Evaluation in Schools and

School Systems

The Atlanta AERA symposium in which the original five studies of applications of participatory
evaluation were presented was very well attended and culminated in a lively exchange among
presenters, discussants and members of the audience. We knew that we were on to something worth
exploring further.

Here we present revised versions of those original papers. Lorna Earl begins with her study of internal
collaborative evaluation within a large metropolitan school dis-trict (77,000 students). Two major
evaluation studies of school improvement activities —one_for the secondary panel and one for the
elementary—were coordinated by the research department and involved the direct participation of
school and central board office administrative and consulting staff. Clay Lafleur then reports on a
similar model of evaluation but in a smaller school district (46,000 students) and a smaller research
shop. Lafleur interviews and surveys participants in several collaborative projects carried out over the
past several years.

Brad Cousins introduces an approach to participatory evaluation that involves the evaluator
working in an external organizational context; a non-fee for service, schooluniversity partnership
arrangement. He shares with us his views on two projects with apparently differing degrees of success.

Each of the above chapters provides rich data concerning the impact of participatory evaluation and
factors influencing observed impact. Linda Lee and Brad Cousins report on Linda’s work with a
charitable foundation as an evaluation consultant to secondary schools competing for and managing
external funds for ‘home-grown’ school improvement projects. While data were collected too early in the
process to report on longer term effects, the chapter has much to say about the nature of the process and
its gﬁzcts on participants, both educators and the researcher.

Finally, Jean King provides some insightfu] nj]ections on past and current projects. She begins by
offering a_framework for thinking about collaborative work and then locates her own projects within.
Jean comments on both progress and effects. Michael Huberman then summarizes his remarks delivered
at the Atlanta symposium and offers some keenly honed theoretical insights prior to examining each of
the models of participatory evaluation in terms of what they do and do not offer.
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Cbapter 2
District-wide Evaluation of School
Improvement: A System Partners Approach
Lorna M.Earl

Introduction

The Scarborough Board Research Unit is an internal evaluation unit that loosely operates on
a decision-oriented research model presented by Cooley and Bickel (1986) — that is,
educational research that is designed to be directly relevant to the current information
requirements of those who are shaping educational policy or managing educational systems.
In this role, we have the ongoing responsibility for research and evaluation in the
organization and are an integral part of the management activity within the district.
Although the Research Unit has historically operated in a somewhat isolated capacity, the
last decade has seen a decided shift in focus away from a detached research stance towards
an emphasis on forming partnerships with educators and providing high-quality information
to contribute to institutional decision making and enhance organizational learning. This
philosophy has brought us into the mainstream of cutting-edge initiatives and controversial
decisions. As Love (1991) pointed out:

effective internal evaluation requires forging a common mission and positive
relationship between managers and evaluators. . .evaluators must forge strong bonds

with managers.

This paper describes two related evaluation studies undertaken within the Scarborough
Board that involved using ‘participatory evaluation” methods (Cousins and Earl, 1992) to
increase understanding, commitment and utilization on the part of both the evaluator and
the clients. Both of these studies focused on school improvement efforts in a large suburban
school district.

The Scarborough Board of Education serves a district with 75,000 students in a city that
is one of six making up the Metropolitan Toronto area. It operates with a school
improvement model that utilizes a balance between central control and local decision
making. This model emphasizes: (a) change is an ongoing process; and (b) advances in
curriculum require the collaborative and cooperative effort of a large number of ‘system
partners’.

The focus for the implementation of change in Scarborough secondary schools has been
on each school establishing a school-wide Curriculum Management Plan which is unique to
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that school and recognizes that many schools have been involved in school improvement
initiatives for many years.

School improvement initiatives, however, are not exclusively school-based and the
curriculum management plans have not been developed by schools in isolation from the
school board administration. In order to facilitate development of the curriculum
management plans, the program department has provided considerable leadership and
support over a period of years and has established the framework for change but has left the
specification of the end result to each school.

After several years of supporting schools in their efforts, the district administrators with
responsibility for curriculum sensed that the schools were responding positively to the
decentralized process of curriculum management and, as would be expected, were
responding in many different ways. It was difficult to assess, however, how successful the
cfforts of the past few years have been in actually creating changes and improvement in
individual schools. It was also becoming more difficult to decide what kinds of resources
and assistance should be provided to assist the schools in implementing their own unique
improvement project. Hence it was time to stand back as a system and evaluate the process
that was in place. At this point the Curriculum Review Development Implementation
(CRDI) Committee invited the research centre to conduct a study. The study was designed
to:

1 assess the extent to which the CRDI school improvement activity was actually being
implemented in the secondary schools;

2 describe the kind of school improvement activity ongoing in the secondary schools; and

3 identify factors that facilitate and impede school improvement activity in the secondary

schools.

The School Improvement Evaluation Process

The initial invitation to undertake an evaluation came as a simple request for me as director
of the research unit to attend a meeting of an ad hoc committee and help design a
questionnaire for principals to provide information about their school initiatives. As the
committee (made up of two secondary principals, two central office administrators, a
department head, a centrally assigned curriculum coordinator, and myself) discussed the
issues and as [ asked questions, it became clear to the committee that the range of initiatives
and school-based activities were relatively complex and that the principals might not be
familiar with all that was happening and that a questionnaire might not be able to capture
the full range of information. After several meetings, in which there was much discussion
about the nature of the evaluation problem, and consideration was given to possible
alternative ways of gathering valid information and the potential anxieties among staff, we
agreed that this committee should be formalized as the Needs Assessment Committee
(NAC) and take ongoing responsibility for conducting the evaluation. The evaluation itself
took the form of focused interviews with the group of people who were responsible for
CRDI in each school. Since CRDI and school improvement are very complex issues that
require knowledgable interviewers, and because the NAC wanted to emphasize the
importance of this interview, well-respected, centrally assigned staff and school personnel
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(mostly coordinators, principals, and vice-principals) were trained as interviewers. In teams
of two they conducted interviews in each of the twenty-five Scarborough secondary schools
in May and June of 1989, using a scripted preamble and interview protocol.

As it developed, this process became a model with three levels of participation: a school
could participate by having a team that was interviewed; school-based administrators could
serve as interviewers in other schools; and a few administrators were among the members of
the core focused interview planning team, the NAC. The participation for teams being
interviewed consisted of meeting together; considering their own school’s plan for
improvement; reflecting on their accomplishments, concerns and future directions; and
engaging in a structured dialogue about their unique improvement approach. The
interviewers had the additional involvement of a two-day training session in focused
interview techniques, the experience of interviewing and getting a ‘birds-eye view’ into
several other schools as they described their plans, and a follow-up debriefing session to
consider the reports and the recommendations before they were released. The core focused
interview planning team had a major role to play from the very conception of the project. They
defined the problem; identified the constraints and problems in gathering the data;
brainstormed a process that was considered to be unorthodox but seemed to provide direct
and indirect benefits to the system; considered the data summaries and established a
reporting format; wrote the executive summary and recommendations; and became the key
presenters of the results. Several of them also participated in the data analysis.

Two reports were generated as a result of this study: a research report that contained the
methodology and results, and an executive summary with key findings and
recommendations for action. These reports were released in the fall of 1989. At that time,
it seemed quite clear that something of significance had happened in this project. Although I
had often worked with committees in a stakeholder-based evaluation model, to ensure that
the evaluation was consistent with system needs, this was the first time that participation
had been so intense and widespread. I was fascinated to observe that, by the time the
recommendations had gone through the routine burcaucratic channels, many of them were
already well on their way to implementation and even completion. There were many
positive comments in other forums about the value of the process. I had a number of letters
from participants thanking me for the opportunity to be either ‘listened to’ or to ‘be
involved in real educational discussions’ or to ‘learn more about interviewing and about
research’.

The core team (NAC) was perhaps the most interesting because its members saw the
project as ‘theirs’ and, for them, the obvious route for distribution and communication of
the results was for them to be the ambassadors. Except for presentations at research
meetings (and I have always taken an NAC member to these), I have never

One qfthe curriculum coordinators, aﬂamboyam, garrulous man, burst through my door after
having conducted an interview in one of the secondary schools and announced:

You would have been so proud of me. They told me that the (his subject) program was in shambles
and [ just nodded, wrote it down and said ‘uh huh.’ I really wanted to know what was going on and
they knew it. They knew I'd been trained to get the information and not be judgmental or try to fix.
And I didn’t I just let them tell me the way it is. You know what, I learned a lot more than I would
have it I'd just arrived and talked to the head.
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More than a year after the training a comment at a meeting of district administrators went something
like this:

One of the most valuable training sessions that I ever had was the training in interviewing that we
did for the CRDI project. Before that I had no idea that I could use interviews to get good
information about things. I used them more like gab sessions to put people at ease and I depended on
my intuition to know what was really going on. Now, I find I use interviews all the time when I'm
reviewing schools and I go back to that training a lot. I try to plan before hand so I know what I'm
interested in and I really focus on giving people a chance to tell me what they’re doing.

One member qfthe elementary core team, a principal, used thefocused interview as a jumping qﬁ-
point _for school planning but wasn’t satisfied to continue without good data about their process and
progress. She let me know that she was interested in getting as much information as she could for the
staff to use as they approached school restructuring in this middle school. I arranged for two different
researchers (both teachers in the district, also working on post-graduate degrees) to work with her and
conduct interviews with staff in this school to describe their efforts at collaboration and integrating
curriculum. Their reports have generated considerable discussion among the staff and spawned new
initiatives, as well as consolidating andﬁneftuning existing ones. Not to be stopped, this principal
and the staff applied for and got funding for a small research grant to continue the research efforts in
their school, as a way of documenting their activity and providing a basis for future planning.

When it came time to decide about the value and the constraints associated with a school-based staff
development pilot project, two members of the secondary core committee conducted their own focused
interviews with staff from schools who were participating in the pilot. With very little assistance, they
used the skills they had developed to create the interview questions, conduct the interviews, analyse the

data and write the report.

been asked to present the report although it has been presented and discussed throughout
the district many times. Certainly, my perception, and the perception of the key central
office administrators, was that this process had a major impact on the school improvement
initiatives in the secondary schools, and on those people who were involved as interviewers
and on the NAC, Unfortunately, we had no formal documentation of our beliefs.

One unanticipated outcome of the study came from the elementary schools. News about
the project and the enthusiasm it had generated brought representatives from the
clementary school teams clamoring for implementation of the same process in all of the
elementary schools. This was a much more daunting task because Scarborough has 140
elementary schools. We agreed to embark on such a project and started with the formation
of an elementary focused interview planning team to create a proposal. This team was made
up of six elementary principals, three centrally assigned curriculum coordinators, a research
associate and myself. Although a central office senior administrator was assigned to the team,
competing commitments prevented his active involvement in the process.

The elementary committee operated very much like the secondary NAC had done and
the members accepted their role as the ‘evaluation’ committee. They quickly established
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that, because the elementary schools were different from the secondary schools they could
not use precisely the same process and went about the business of developing a unique plan
suited to their needs. Although, in its final form, it is not so very different from the one
used in the secondary schools, these decisions were arrived at after considerable debate and
wrangling. For example, sampling was suggested as a possible way of decreasing the
magnitude of the task. The group grappled with the technical problems of sampling schools
and generalizability. They also considered the issue from a political and staff development
perspective and came to the decision that all school teams needed to experience the
interview process as a way to reflect on their practice and that elementary staff would also
benefit from the focused interview training. The result was that teams of four to seven staff
were interviewed in each school and fifty-one elementary principals, vice-principals and
centrally assigned staff were trained as interviewers and conducted the interviews in teams
of two during May of 1991.

The report from this study was somewhat more complicated to write because of the
enormous amount of textual data. The data was initially organized by a research associate
who read, categorized and coded all of the information. Once she had established initial
categories, the committee met for a number of working meetings to consider her analysis,
reread the protocols and discuss the categories. These discussions once again included much
attention to issues surrounding data management and interpretation. Once the categories
were finally agreed upon, the committee moved on to the task of interpreting the results
and deciding what the text of the report should contain. They labored over the problem of
providing readable, accessible reports without trivializing the information. The final
decision was to write two reports, similar to the secondary reports: a research report, and
an executive summary with recommendations. Unfortunately, the analysis process took a
good deal longer than for the secondary study and the reports were not completed until the
spring of 1992. Although the committee was concerned that the information might not be
considered fresh, they decided that the reports should be distributed to the system by
members of the core team at area principals’ meetings in the spring of 1992 in time for
consideration as part of planning the 1992-93 school year.

Once again, I was impressed by the dedication and interest of the participants in this
project. The interviewers requested a debriefing session and an opportunity for input to the
analysis categories. The core team was willing to come before and after school to consider
the data and to engage in thoughtful and sometimes intellectually stimulating debate about
not only the meaning of the data, but about the evaluation methods themselves. I began to
hear questions like, ‘How far can we push our interpretation without violating the data?’ or
‘I think we’re getting better agreement about what people meant by talking this through’,
(an issue of reliability in my world) or ‘I wonder how we should write the report so that
our colleagues will use it? How much detail do they need?” As I listened, I was becoming
even more curious about the impact that the participation process was having on the
participants. Here was a second group of talented educators willing to do the work and
feeling very much invested in the process and responsible for its use. It seemed like a

question worth pursuing.
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Evaluating the Evaluation

Method

Since the CRDI Committee was interested in investigating the use of the report, we decided
to circulate a simple questionnaire to the curriculum management teams (CMTs) of all of
the elementary schools so as to gather information, albeit limited, about involvement in the
process, opinions about the process and utilization of the research report and the executive
summary and recommendations. I took advantage of this follow-up process to gather some
information about the relationship of participation to utilization. A questionnaire with
forced-choice and open-ended questions was sent to each school. With the school as the
unit of analysis participation ranging from low to high was categorized as either ‘Our team

was interviewed’; ‘Someone on our team served as an interviewer’; or ‘Someone on our

team was a member of the focused interview committee and participated in writing the
report.” The use of the data was assessed in four questions: ‘How did your team feel about
the interview process?” ‘Has the CMT or any members of it, spent time reviewing the
reports?’ ‘Have you used any of the information from the reports in planning this year?” and
‘How likely are you to use these documents in your future planning?” The questionnaire
also allowed the respondents to indicate the overall impact that they thought the focused
interview process and the reports have had or will have on the planning in the school. This
questionnaire was distributed to the principal of each school in the fall of 1992, after most

schools had completed their planning for the school year.

Results

Response rate Ninety-three schools responded to the survey for a response rate of 66 per
cent. Although the responding schools were representative of the district in some respects,
the observed response rate raises some concern that the non-respondents could represent
different opinions or behaviors than those expressed by the respondents. In almost all of the
schools, the team had been interviewed (three schools were newly opened and had not
existed when the interviews were conducted). In sixteen of the schools (17 per cent of the
total), at least one person had served as an interviewer. Since thirteen of the interviewers
were centrally assigned staff, it is possible that as many as twenty-two of the interviewers
were either in schools that did not respond or that their new assignments put them in
schools with other interviewers. All six of the schools with school-based committee
members responded to the survey.

Feelings about the interviews 94 per cent of the schools indicated positive or very positive
feelings about the interview process. This opinion was expressed by virtually all (99 per
cent) of those who had participated in the process as interviewers or core team members.
Opver half of the schools (54 per cent) made open-ended comments to this question. Most
of the comments were positive, although some indicated a neutral response and two schools
said it was not particularly useful. The most frequent kinds of comments were that it:

* provided an opportunity to confirm and validate accomplishments (thirteen schools);
* provided an opportunity to discuss and reflect (eleven schools);
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¢ gave direction and focus to the process (seven schools);
* provided positive feelings and encouragement (six schools); and
* provided an opportunity to share (four schools).

Several actual quotations are quite informative in understanding the value of the interview
to school teams. For example, one respondent indicated that ‘this was a great chance to
review and reiterate our school plans’, while another remarked ‘we could blow our own
horn’.

Utilization of the reports The reports (full report and executive summary) had been
reviewed by 80 per cent of the schools.! Overall, 46 per cent of the school teams indicated
that they had used the information from the report for planning for the 1992-93 school
year and 86 per cent said they may or are likely to use the documents in future planning.
School teams with interviewers or core team members were only slightly more likely (no
statistical difference) to respond affirmatively to these questions (54 per cent and 96 per
cent, respectively). The most frequent kinds of written comments following these questions

were:

* we got hints, suggestions and ideas to help our planning (six schools);
¢ the reports increased collaboration and communication (four schools);
¢ it helped us plan staff development (four schools); and

* the reports gave us structure and focus (three schools).

Again, some actual quotations are revealing: ‘the data [were] sometimes astounding and
made us double check our plans in relation to other schools’; ‘[they] stressed the
importance of planning for effective change’; and ‘[they were] particularly helpful in
recognizing the arcas we have worked well in and also pointing out to us the components
we needed to work on’.

As was noted above, the respondents were also asked to describe their perception of the
impact of the focused interview and the reports on their planning: 74 per cent responded.
The respondents from schools who were interviewed but did not have anyone serving as an
interviewer or planning team member generally expressed that the impact was positive (78
per cent). There were a number of comments from this group, however, that indicated that
there would be no impact (12 per cent) and some made neutral comments (10 per cent).
All of the schools that had interviewers or team members said that the impact was positive.
The most frequent kinds of comments were that it:

* consolidated ideas, reaffirmed achievements (sixteen schools);

* sharpened the focus of improvement efforts (twelve schools);

* provided direction, suggestions, information and insight (nine schools);

* made the team aware of need to articulate and structure plans (nine schools);
¢ influenced future planning (nine schools);

¢ provided positive feedback (eight schools);

¢ provided a way of evaluating our progress (seven schools); and

* provided an opportunity to share (seven schools).
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The flavor of the responses from the teams about overall impact is captured by the
following quotes: ‘increased involvement of all teachers has led to a greater focus on how
our students will benefit from our project’; ‘in the future, we will conduct focused
interviews ourselves in the school’; ‘at first I thought the process consumed too much time
but after talking to the team it became evident that the time was essential for us to plan
cooperatively and effectively’; ‘allowed us to reflect as a group on what was done and
where we are going and gives you [central office] a global picture’; and ‘the interviews brought
our team together [and] helped us look at what we were doing in the school and helped us

do less and do it better’. One interviewer wrote:

as an interviewer at six other schools, I found the process very beneficial in providing
leadership at home. This should be considered as routine professional development

for principals.

Discussion and Implications

The major focus of this paper is the role of participatory evaluation methods in enhancing
engagement and use of the results of evaluation studies. In my role as internal evaluator, I
have endeavored to explore the issue through active engagement in the process, always with
an eye to investigating and understanding the internal dynamics of the decision-making
process and to exploring questions that we have raised elsewhere about participatory
evaluation (Cousins and Earl, 1992). In this instance, I was looking in particular at the
questions of utilization of evaluation results and the effect of in-depth participation on both
the participants and their use of the data. Taken together, these two evaluation studies
really constitute a single case example, utilizing a similar approach with different groups on
different occasions. The particular model included three levels of participation: school
teams that were interviewed; school administrators who also acted as interviewers in other
schools; and administrators who served on the core committee and participated in analyzing
the data and writing the report. Overall, the results lend credence to the power of
participation in the process as a contributor to influence on participants and their use of the

information.

Participatory Evaluation and Utilization

One powerful possibility in internal evaluations is that utilization can be larger than responding
to the results of the evaluation report. The process itself can be an important contributor to
‘organizational learning’. It is important not to overlook the full range of possible forms of
utilization. The follow-up survey with elementary school teams showed that the process of
interviewing school teams, summarizing results and reporting those results was an effective
strategy. There was strong consensus that, not only was participation in the interview a
positive experience, but there has also been and will continue to be widespread use of the
reports. These results confirmed my informal feedback (through letters, phone calls and
incidental conversations) that, long before the reports were available, the focused interview
process had an impact on the participants. The process generated considerable initial anxiety
and concern. The response directly following the interview process suggested something
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more like a catharsis. Generally, the team members that I talked to were excited and
impressed by the system’s interest in them and by the importance that was being attached to
their opinions. I had begun to think of it as the ‘somebody finally asked me’ syndrome. But
it was not just a selfaggrandizing exercise. The process allowed the school-based
improvement teams to galvanize their own plans and to engage in the kind of collaborative
discussion that allowed them to reflect on their practice and challenge their beliefs and their
actions. This process occurred during the interview and it continued when the reports were
released. The open-ended responses from the survey suggest that the reports provided the
same reflective opportunity drawing on a broader range of alternatives that may not have

occurred to the team before.

Effects of In-depth Participation

This study included two relatively deep levels of participation. Some people served as
interviewers and a few played major roles as part of a core ‘evaluation team’. The results
from the follow-up survey give some support to the belief that in-depth participation may
enhance the use of the evaluation results. Although the present results were only slightly
more favorable for teams with in-depth participants than for teams without in-depth
participants, the qualitative information in the comments provided additional insights. It is also
important to note that the survey was addressing the use by the school team in planning,
not the impact of participation on the individuals involved. Once again, the comments were
consistent with data that I received in less formal ways. During the interview process, the
interviewers expressed interest and dismay about how we would be able to summarize such
a massive amount of data into anything that would be useful. When the reports were in
draft form, these people insisted on an opportunity to meet and discuss the analysis
procedures, to consider the reports before they were released and to offer suggestions
about changes to the reports and about dissemination. Several interviewers have asked for
additional information about interviewing and about creating interview questions that are
unbiased and really get at the issues they want to investigate. The research unit regularly
receives draft copies of questions from members of this group to consider and offer
suggestions for improvement and many of these participants have made interviews with
staff (and even students and parents) a routine part of their annual planning cycle.

Perhaps the most interesting groups were the core teams. Although they did not stand
out in the follow-up interview, two of the seven who were in schools at the time of the
survey were in newly constructed schools and had not yet established the culture or
organizational structures to benefit from the evaluation. Once again, utilization has to be
seen in a broader context. In both the secondary and the elementary core teams, the level
of commitment and of involvement was very high. They were highly motivated to
participate and, when the demands of the project began to interfere with their ‘real’ jobs,
they chose to meet after hours. As I mentioned earlier, when the reports were released, the
core team members became the key disseminators. Throughout the analysis and report
writing process, they continually expressed their enthusiasm and excitement about the
things they were learning and speculated about the ways in which they might use their new

skills. Several of them (from the secondary team) have subsequently carried out their own
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formative evaluation of a school-based staff development project, using focused interviews.
The report from this study was released as an official

Evaluation has become an important part of the district culture with educators at all levels saying
things like:

We can’t carry on with this discussion until we know what is in the literature and have an idea
how we’re going to evaluate what we do. The Research team has to be part of the planning, (district
administrator)

I am going to interview key stakeholders in the district before I take over the job to find out what
they expect and how they will judge my success, (new chief education officer)

We need to know what our students think about coming to this school before they come and then
check the same thing afterwards. (secondary school vice-principal)

ywe’re going to implement an expensive program like this, we have to know that it makes a

difference. (district administrator)

report of the research department, even though our only involvement was as technical
consultants to the project. Another member of a core team (elementary) has established a
research group within her school and has applied for a small research grant to conduct a
school-based research/ evaluation project.

New Questions

These formative evaluations of school improvement have offered support for participatory
evaluation approaches as a way of increasing utilization and of enhancing ‘organizational
learning’, through the learning and the influence of the participants. They also leave some
questions unanswered and raise some new ones. I am curious about the schools who did not
respond to the follow-up survey. Did they have a very different view of the process and the
results? Were their opinions similar but they were too busy to respond or were they
negatively affected and unwilling to share their opinions? Perhaps the whole thing was
irrelevant to them? It would be useful to have data from these schools, especially those that
have administrators who served as interviewers, to help us better understand the total
picture of the impact of the evaluation process. Without this further knowledge, it is
difficult to examine the full range of effects of evaluating school improvement initiatives
using participatory evaluation methods.

The differences between the two studies has raised a new set of questions for me.
Although both studies appear to have resulted in the use of new knowledge, my sense has
been that the elementary process was not as successful as the secondary one in engaging the
educators in action. There may be a number of reasons for this difference: perhaps the
reports arrived too late to be seen as useful; perhaps the absence of a central office
administrator on the core team (therefore, no key decision maker) made it less likely that
schools would view the reports as important; perhaps there are differences in the way
elementary and secondary schools operate that contribute to differential use. This seems to

me to be a worthwhile area for further study.
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Final Thoughts

It seems quite clear that participatory evaluation methods can produce considerable
‘organizational learning’ by engaging a large number of key players in the evaluation
process. This can be particularly valuable when ‘what is being evaluated’ is itself a process
that requires educators to engage in an inquiry process and reflect on their own behaviors.
In many ways, the focused interview process itself served a valuable purpose in highlighting
the importance that the district placed on the school improvement process and legitimizing
the involvement in systematic analysis and reflection about their initiatives. The reports that
followed allowed for another round of discussions, gave a broader base of information for
planning and gave clear direction for action in the form of recommendations.

Whatever else has occurred as a result of these participatory formative evaluations of
school improvement, focused interviewing has become a system pastime. It is sometimes
difficult to convince committee members that it is not always necessary and certainly not
efficient to use interviews for data collection. Even the newly appointed Chief Education
Officer (CEO) engaged the assistance of the research department and conducted his own
focused interviews with a broad-based sample of key stakeholders as a basis for his ‘entry
plan’.

If, as we maintain in chapter 1, knowledge is socially constructed and organizations can
develop through developing shared ‘mental maps’, the studies examined here offer further

evidence that participatory evaluation can be a powerful vehicle for

The research staff have become critical players in almost all of the key district initiatives with an
evaluation role to play in strategic planning, restructuring schools, accountability, and stqﬁr
development. This makes us very busy people. We are finding that this focus reinforces a number of in-
house needs. First, we have to remain current in our ownfie]d so that we have a number zzfmethods
and approaches at our disposal as we work with educators to define the problems. One researcher

commented recently:

I don’t know if I'll ever feel confident that I'm making the best suggestions for the
evaluation when I'm thinking on theﬂy, but I guess I have to trust that it will continue to
develop and I can bring more ideas later. That’s a lot different than sitting in my office
planning the whole thing from start to finish.

It is also_fascinating to see the increasing respect that the researchers and educators have for one
another. The research staff routinely note that they feel more like the professionals that they are and
less like glorified gophers, and they have a much increased tolerance for the realities of school and
classroom ]yfe. As people share the problems qfdoing a usgful evaluation, both worlds become more
clear. Although this is often positive, it also points out the differences in priorities. Some researchers
experience considerable discomfort with the ambiguity and free-wheeling styles of some educators.
They also hate to give up control ofwhat has been, traditionally, their mrf. There are many skills to

learn to be partners not consulting ‘experts’.

creating new methods for acquiring information as well as providing a forum for sharing the

information that exists within the district. However, participatory evaluation is a time-
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consuming, and sometimes expensive, proposition. It is critical that we examine conditions
under which participatory evaluation is likely to pay off.

With a school district as large as Scarborough, it is often difficult to create ways to
distribute knowledge beyond a few players. In as many studies as possible, particularly any
that allow for discussion and reflection on important educational issues, I am leaning toward
a ‘system partners’ approach to evaluation, and extending participation, in varying degrees,
to a wide variety of groups (e.g., parents, teachers, administrators and curriculum staff). An
important component of these participatory evaluations will be ‘evaluating the evaluation’
to enhance our understanding of the complexities and the dynamics of knowledge use under

different conditions.

Note

1 Tt was reviewed by 81 per cent of the schools that contained interviewers but only 71 per
cent of those with core team members because two of these members were in new schools
and, at the time of the present survey, were just beginning their usual spring planning

activities. These groups did not differ from one another in their views about report usage.
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Chapter 3
A Participatory Approach to District-level
Program Evaluation: The Dynamics of
Internal Evaluation
Clay Lafleur

Background and Introduction

For the past several years I have been the sole educational researcher for a medium-sized
school district in one of the largest counties in Ontario, Canada, containing approximately
4,800 square kilometres of territory. The school district currently has approximately 48,
000 students and 3,100 teaching staff in cighty-two clementary and fifteen secondary
schools. The 1992 expenditure budget was $290,300,000 Cdn.

During the 1980s a major program focus for all school systems in Ontario was the
implementation of provincial curriculum guidelines. The ensuing evaluation, development
and implementation cycle (Leithwood, 1987) resulted in a more visible role for program
evaluation. Consequently, we developed a model for conducting program evaluation to
guide internal evaluation activities in this school district (Lafleur, 1990).

Evaluation comprises an accountability component and a formative component which
inform decision making. One purpose of the program evaluation model is to engage
primary users in as many phases of the evaluation process as possible. For example, all
internal evaluations rely on an evaluation team that involves team members in the ‘nuts and
bolts’ of the problem formulation, instrument design or selection, data collection, analysis,
interpretation, and reporting. Members of this team typically include senior administrators,
program support staff, school administrators, teachers, and the school district researcher. In
addition, a range of staff members or people are often involved in specific working groups
related to the evaluation process, such as data collection, analysis and interpretation of the
findings.

Participants who are members of the evaluation team or of the various evaluation
working committees include staff who actually use the findings of the program evaluation to
improve implementation. Such ‘primary users’ may, for example, make decisions related to
the implementation of the program at a system level or may make daily decisions related to
the achievement of student outcomes at the classroom level. In other words, primary users
are defined as those who are in a position to use the findings of the program evaluation to
make decisions about the implementation of the program.

The current focus on educational change (Fullan with Steiglebauer, 1991), school
improvement (Stoll and Fink, 1992), and restructuring (Murphy, 1991), as well as
the continuing public concern for accountability, ensures a continued role for program

evaluation in this school district. In the current economic climate, it is increasingly obvious
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that high expectations of the education system by the public will continue, in a context of
very limited resources. Internal evaluation, such as that described by Love (1991) and
Mayne (1992), emphasizes working within the organizational context, but also highlights
the organization’s responsibility. Consequently, the present study provides data that
permits critical reflection on existing program evaluation strategies used in this school
district.

This research study acknowledges the work of Alkin (1991), who spoke of the
importance of identifying primary users and then engaging them in the evaluation
enterprise. Work by Cousins and Leithwood (1986), Greene (1988), Weiss (1988) and
Huberman (1990) was particularly helpful in highlighting the potential value of involving
primary users in the evaluation process. The substantial evaluation of the literature that was
recently completed by Cousins and Earl (1992), however, provided a cogent and extremely
useful overview of participatory evaluation that caused the present author to reflect upon
past program evaluations. In fact, the design of the research study reported here uses many
of the ideas developed by Cousins and Earl and deliberately operationalizes a number of
their key concepts.

The emphasis given by Cousins and Earl to organizational learning seems to make a great
deal of sense in the current context of educational change and restructuring. Bolman and
Deal (1991) and Schein (1991), for example, have provided extensive documentation that
helps us examine and consider some of the issues related to organizational cultures. It seems
reasonable, for example, to conclude that the way organizations do business influences the
form and impact of program evaluation.

The power relations and existing structures of the organization are the practical,
everyday realities that may or may not match its stated beliefs and values. It may be critical,
as Shavelson (1988) suggests, to try and understand the mind-frames of policymakers, and
practitioners. By understanding better the perceptions and demands on policymakers, the
likelihood of improving evaluation and the utilization of findings may be increased.

Greene (1992) also focuses on the relation between participatory evaluation and the
organization. She suggests, however, that ‘the more difficult challenge...is just how a
collaborative inquiry process can catalyze and develop the structural capacity to act’ (p. 7).
Weiss’ views (1988) that evaluation is a political act and that decision making is not always a
rational enterprise also challenge evaluators to critically consider how they can best assist
individuals in participating more wisely.

A case study by Pugh (1990) illustrates the difficulties of evaluation utilization. Despite
quality work, Pugh believes that ‘.. significant findings and/or policy implications are not
acted upon due to the combination of economic considerations, political realities and public
relations impact’.

Cousins and Earl (1992) have provided an excellent synthesis of the literature on
participatory evaluation and evaluation utilization. Their work occurs at a critical time in
the evolution of the evaluation enterprise, it acknowledges the increasing democratization of
evaluation by respecting the roles and responsibility of the individual and the organization.
In addition, evaluation is growing up in an environment that is more tolerant, accepting and
even demanding of methodological diversity. As we deal with new and emerging

educational paradigms, the challenges to the evaluation enterprise will continue.
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Methods

The present research study was designed as a retrospective examination of this school
district’s approach to program evaluation. In particular, the study set out to examine the
relation between the participatory nature of the evaluation process and the utilization of the
findings. It was also designed to provide information about how well the current model for
internal program evaluation is being implemented in a medium-sized school district where
the author is the sole person employed in a research capacity. In addition, information was
required about the strengths and weaknesses of current evaluation practices and needed
changes.

This research study collected data on the perspectives of primary users who were
involved in a number of internal evaluations that were completed over the past several
years. The actual research activities, including the development of instruments, the
administration and collection of data, the analysis of data, the interpretation of findings, and
the writing of the report were coordinated and undertaken by the author.

In order to obtain the most reliable and valid information related to the impact of the
participatory evaluation approach, complementary research approaches were used in this
study. Initially, data was obtained from written correspondence initiated by the author with
several primary users who had participated in previous school district evaluations. One
person—either the chairperson or an individual who had played an active role in past
program evaluations—was identified for each evaluation team from each of eight program
evaluation projects. Seven of the eight persons wrote back, reflecting on the pros and cons
of the evaluation process. Questionnaires were then used to collect further information
from a wider range of primary users. A stratified sample, comprising one third of all
primary users involved in previous school district program evaluation teams, was obtained
in this second phase of the study. These individuals responded to a set of predetermined
questions based on previous research in this area, particularly the recent work of Cousins
and Earl (1992). Finally, a group discussion was undertaken with the cadre of primary users
who had participated in the initial written correspondence. The intent here was to have
participants publicly reflect upon the strengths and weaknesses of the program evaluation
process, and discuss a number of issues related to their involvement and the subsequent
merit and worth of the evaluation approach used in the school district. The remaining part
of this method section describes the techniques associated with each of the different

approaches that were used in the study.

Method One: Written Correspondence

The intent of the written correspondence was to gather initial information and, at the same
time, involve a small cadre of individuals in the present retrospective research study. This
method was chosen as an unobtrusive and manageable way of encouraging a small, select
group of individuals to reflect on their involvement in previous program evaluations and to
reconstruct significant features of their participation.

Although the eight persons initially approached agreed to participate, other
commitments precluded one person from participating in the written correspondence phase
of the study; consequently, the author corresponded with seven individuals. Four of these

people had been chairpersons of program evaluation teams: one was a principal, two were vice-
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principals and one was a department head. Of the remaining three persons, two were school
district curriculum specialists and one was a department head. In two instances, one written
exchange occurred. In each of the remaining five cases, two or three letters passed back and
forth. Following a period of about six weceks, the written correspondence phase of the study

was concluded. Replies were then analyzed for emerging themes and issues.

Method Two: Questionnaires

The use of questionnaires is one way of collecting data from a large number of individuals in
a relatively short time span. In this research study, a questionnaire was used to focus on the
perceptions of a selected group of primary users who had been involved in previous program
evaluations.

The exploratory nature of this study, and the time and resource restrictions, precluded
the involvement of all primary users who had participated in past evaluations. Consequently,
it was decided to use a stratified sample of primary users who had participated in evaluation
teams only. Every third person on a master list of all individuals who had been members of
internal evaluation teams during the past several years (including those who participated in
the written correspondence phase of this study) was asked to complete a questionnaire. The
group was selected to represent nine internal evaluations that had been completed in the
school district within the last eight years. The focuses of these evaluations were: technical
education; behavior; grade 4-6 mathematics; French as a second language; special education
identification and placement; guidance (student) services; library services; grade 7-10
mathematics; and grade 7-10 history and contemporary studies.

The questionnaire items explored the participatory approach to evaluation and the
utilization of the findings. Some of the issues that emerged during the written correspondence
phase of the present study were incorporated into the questionnaire. Following Cousins and
Earl (1992), a series of questions dealt with the quality of the evaluation and factors
affecting utilization. In addition, some questions contained a number of Likert items about
the views of primary users on the participatory evaluation process, their involvement in the
evaluation activities, and the organizational culture of the school district relative to
evaluation.

The questionnaire was developed, and returned responses were analyzed by the school
district researcher. Twenty-eight individuals were given questionnaires to complete.
Twenty-four responses were received and included in subsequent analyses. Descriptive
statistics and comments were compiled for all questions. In addition, correlations were

undertaken to examine the relations among some of the variables.

Method Three: Group Discussion

Within two weeks of the questionnaires being distributed, the eight persons who had been
asked to participate in the written correspondence were invited to participate in a group
discussion. All eight individuals agreed to be involved and spent approximately 90 minutes
sharing their ideas about the value and effect of internal program evaluation. Field notes
were taken and summaries made of key ideas and suggestions.
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Findings

The findings are presented under three headings, each corresponding to the approaches
described in the method section. It should be stressed that these results represent the
outcomes of a study undertaken within a limited time frame and with limited resources.
The study was designed to be a retrospective examination of an internal program evaluation

model (Love, 1991) and its limitations must be acknowledged when examining the findings.

Findings One: Written Correspondence

The written correspondence provided a unique opportunity for several primary users to
reflect upon their involvement in previous evaluations. For a few, this meant revisiting
activities that took place up to eight years ago. Others were able to base their comments on
cither recently completed or current evaluation activities.

All participants identified their experiences as positive and worthwhile. All indicated that
they had learned more about the inquiry process and the program in question. On the other
hand, most were guarded in their assessment of the actual impact of the evaluations,
indicating limited success in the development and implementation of the resulting action
plans.

The positive role of the school district researcher was mentioned in most of the written
comments. The researcher’s ability to connect with members of the evaluation team, to
establish a close working relationship, and to bring a degree of credibility to the study are
highlighted in the following comments:

Since the beginning, the researcher has been closely connected to program
personnel. Initially, this occurred formally when the researcher had coordinating
responsibilities for some subject areas.... Also, the researcher met regularly with
other program department members. ... As such, research has never been outside the
program. Rather, it has been integral to it. For example, the Document
Implementation Plan which guides our system has program evaluation as part of the
process. ...

An evaluation steering committee was struck to oversee this project. Although the
researcher did not chair the committee, the membership looked to him for leadership
and direction.... Throughout the project the researcher laid out the blueprint...
leading us through the process. ... In summary, the term ‘collaborative effort’ might
be used to describe the relationship.

One of the major strengths was the gathering of a variety of data in diverse ways.
The information diversity gave the impression (an accurate one) that this was a very
thorough evaluation covering a wide range of areas and leading to a workable action
plan. The mix of people on the committee...and the fact that the committee was
chaired by a secondary school principal, gave a high degree of credibility to the group
and led to strong feelings of team membership. The fact that we also had a high
degree of credibility at the provincial level was a positive factor for everyone

involved.
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Team building was reflected in several written exchanges. Members of the evaluation team
learned to work cooperatively and cohesively together, throughout the evaluation.

As we continued into the next phase of our task it seemed to me that we were
working cohesively.... We would bring to each committee meeting our ideas and
share them with the group. Ideas were accepted, challenged or modified in a very
open manner....using consensus the group would agree, approve, revise. ...

Ownership of the evaluation study also seemed to emerge as the evaluation process
evolved.

As a committee we were very proud of the work we had done, the interest we had
generated and the suggested courses of action that we had developed. Perhaps I
should start by indicating that I am a very strong believer in providing the
opportunity for teachers to accommodate their ‘ownership’ of the particular issue at
hand. Only by having their input and a sense that they are part of the decision will
change occur. I believe that I, along with other evaluation team members, was given

the opportunity and latitude to effect a constructive and meaningful evaluation.

It became clear that primary users were not generally familiar with the intricacies and
P y g Y
politics of the program evaluation process. The following quotations illustrate the possible

culture clash that may have existed for some:

I think that our problem is that evaluations are foreign to us. Teaching has largely
been a very private endeavor between teacher and student. There has been little
monitoring, supervision and dialogue even within the same school.

In both evaluations, for different reasons, the system did not take much action to
put in specific items from the evaluation. The two evaluations were started for
purposes that did not fit the realities of political commitment. Generally speaking,
the evaluations had a fairly large agenda to ‘sharpen up’ some aspects of the system.
Additional, but minor, agenda items were to gather information and to give future

direction....

The role and impact of the senior administration permeates all of the written replies. From
the initial task of formulating evaluation questions to the utilization of the findings, the
power and influence of senior administrators is evident. Although senior administrators
supported programe valuation in principle, their need to control these evaluations was
problematic for primary users.

Much of the time in the beginning stages was spent formulating the criteria/
questions for the evaluation. ... After each meeting our work would be scrutinized by
the superintendent of program. Areas that were deemed by him as not applicable to
the evaluation were dropped. Other than that the evaluation team set its own goals
for the evaluation.
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[What happened next] was to be our biggest disappointment of the whole
process. ... Delay after delay ensued.... No indication as to where our report would
go was given to us.... Letters by various members of the committee inquiring into
the status of the evaluation or release of the evaluation to the system were not
answered.

When [ think about the action plan developed after the evaluation and the changes
that have been made because of it, I'm a little disappointed...many of the suggested
courses of action have not been followed.

[ also detect signals...that the action plan was laid on from ‘above’ and that this
plan criticized [teachers’] credibility and therefore they tended to be on the
defensive. ... Having said this, slowly but surely change is occurring as a direct result
of the evaluation.

Involvement heightened the overall awareness of primary users of the many complexities of
doing an evaluation. As well as enhancing understanding, the process was also empowering,
and led to the establishment of significant (and enduring) personal and professional

friendships.

I learned a lot about the following: the system process and hierarchy, capturing and
analyzing valid data, the structure of an evaluation, the structure of the program
department and the involvement of system representatives in the evaluation. Some of
the very positive things that came out of the evaluation...were never publicized or
brought forward in any way. That [particular] information was a very pleasant
surprise for many of us working on the evaluation team and the kind of information
that needed to be conveyed to the system.

...the first thing that comes to mind is the connection I was able to make with
[certain evaluation team members].

I learned a lot about the evaluation process and I met and befriended some
wonderful ~people, especially the evaluation committee members.... My
involvement was influential with other principals because principals tend to accept
requests associated with other principals. Also, the influence and involvement of
principals and teachers in the training workshop for collecting observational data was
invaluable.

From the beginning I felt that it was important that there be some ‘accountability’
to the [implementation] process and therefore I was pleased that the evaluation was

an integral part of implementation.

Finally, the next quotation illustrates the changing roles of the school district researcher and
a primary user who had already participated in a previous program evaluation. During the
second evaluation the researcher adopted a consultative role, while the primary user
assumed a more pronounced leadership role. In other words, the researcher blended into
the background enabling the primary user to take a more active role, using newly developed

confidence and competence relevant to the evaluation enterprise.
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Table 3.1 Means and standard deviations of program evaluation characteristics and intercorrelations

Correlations
Characteristic Mean' SD (1 2) 3 (4} B 6 (7)) (8
(1) Quality 579 1.18
(2} Credibility 6.46 93 22
(3) Relevance 6.08 1.10 .54* 34
(4) Communication  4.96 1.78 .39 .36 .53*
(5} Findings 5.88 95 78** 34 56* 44
{6} Timeliness 563 125 .03 25 .40 .42 .08
(7} Time line 529 1585 37 18  .83** 35 45 59
(8) Utilization 396 184 .23 28 51*  63** 19 37 3R

" A seven-point Likert scale was used to rate program evaluation characteristics (1-low and
7-high)

* |—tailed significance p < .01

*% 1—tailed significance p <.001

Whether or not it was the nature of the [second evaluation] project... there was less
direct involvement by the researcher. In spite of the more ‘arms-length’ approach by
the researcher this should not be interpreted as a less valued contribution. The
researcher was a valued consultant to the planning committee...the relationship
between myself and the researcher was different.... The difference would be in the
roles and responsibilities. . .. I feel that the ‘training’ I received in the [first evaluation]

project allowed me, consciously or otherwise, to rely less heavily on the researcher.

Findings Two: Questionnaires

The purpose of this section is to present the findings from the questionnaire responses.
Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis were used to examine the responses to closed-
ended items. Key themes and issues were identified from the open-ended comments.

Characteristics of the program evaluations A seven-point Likert scale was used to assess the
seven characteristics of the program evaluations (Cousins and Leithwood, 1986).
Descriptive characteristics and correlations for these variables appear in table 3.1.
Credibility and relevance of the evaluations received the highest overall ratings. The extent
to which the findings matched expectations, the overall quality of the evaluations and the
timeliness of the findings for decision-making were also rated highly. The nature, amount
and quality of communication of the results were given a low rating. In addition to these
seven characteristics, the utilization of the program evaluations was assessed and it received
the lowest mean rating.

Relevance of the program evaluations significantly correlated with most of the other
characteristics of mem. Utilization, on the other hand, significantly correlated with two
other characteristics: the nature and quality of communication; and the relevance of the
study.

Factors influencing utilization Respondents were asked to use a seven-point Likert scale to
indicate the level of influence of nineteen items on the utilization of program evaluation
findings. Descriptive statistics and correlations appear in table 3.2. The involvement of
primary users; the commitment and resolution of program staff and the superintendent of
program; and the quality, credibility and relevance of the evaluation received the highest
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Table 3.2 Means and standard deviations for factors deemed to influence utilization and correlations with

utilization
Correlation with

Factor Mean' sD Utilization
(1) Quality 5.93 1.67 .58*
(2} Credibility 5.69 1.29 .46

5.82 1.65 .45
(3) Relevance 5.23 1.69 .60*
(4) Communication 5.14 1.61 70**
(5) Findings 5.38 1.99 .54
6) Timeliness
Commitment of:
(7) The ministry 3.80 1.24 .43
(8) The director 4.05 1.53 46
(9) Senior staff 471 1.65 44
{10) Program superintendent 5.67 1.53 83**
(11) Program staff 6.00 1.27 54
{12) Principals 5.14 1.62 -02
(13) Teachers 5.00 1.81 .08
(14) Parents 4.10 1.70 -.14
{15) Students 4.00 1.82 .08
(16) Community 3.95 1.66 .23
(17) Evaluator 4.95 1.83 .39
(18) Primary user involvement 6.14 .85 .55
(19} External factors 4.81 1.91 A

! A seven-point Likert scale was used to rate program evaluation characteristics (1-low and 7-high)
* |—tailed significance p < .01

** 1—tailed significance p < .001

overall ratings. In addition, five factors were identified as correlating significantly with the
utilization of previous school district evaluations. The two factors having highly significant
correlations with utilization were the extent to which the findings agreed with the
expectations (r=.70) and the commitment and resolution (r=.83) of the school district’s
superintendent of program. Three additional factors that correlated significantly with
utilization were the overall quality of the evaluation, the nature and quality of
communication, and the involvement of primary users in the evaluation.

Evaluation process Eighteen statements documented the process used in program
evaluations. Table 3.3 presents descriptive statistics and correlations of these variables with
utilization and characteristics of the evaluation. Based on responses using a five-point Likert
scale, those statements receiving positive ratings were technical assistance provided by the
school district’s researcher; joint responsibility among evaluation team members; primary
users who learned on the job; primary users who were involved in the ‘nuts and bolts’ of
the evaluation; and the partnership between a trained evaluation person and primary users.
In addition, primary users were seen to support the evaluation’s goals and activities. They
also valued the interpretation part of the evaluation process. Lowest ratings indicated that
the action plan was not well implemented and that primary users were rarely involved in
developing the action plan.1

Knowing that the evaluation is going to make an important contribution to the program
correlated significantly with six characteristics of program evaluations. Similarly, having
primary users support the evaluation’s goals and activities correlated significantly with four
characteristics of program evaluations. Five other statements about the evaluation process

were correlated significantly with three characteristics of program evaluations. Several
statements correlated significantly with utilization. Most notable was a cluster of four

statements with highly significant correlations that related to the development and

implementation of the action plan.
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Involvement of primary users A five-point Likert scale was used to document responses to
thirteen statements relating to the involvement of primary users in the evaluation.
Descriptive statistics and correlations with utilization and characteristics of the evaluation
appear in table 3.4. The findings indicated that primary users learned a great deal about the
‘nuts and bolts’ of doing an evaluation, viewed their involvement as a valuable staff
development process, and considered the evaluation to be a positive experience. In addition,
they learned more about the program, developed a stronger relationship with the internal
evaluator as well as at least one other member of the evaluation team, and believed that
they made a worthwhile contribution to the evaluation process. On the other hand,
respondents reported few subsequent opportunities to use their new-found expertise, and
indicated that they had received limited recognition for their efforts.

The thirteen statements about primary user involvement have very few significant
correlations with the characteristics of program evaluations. However, four significant
correlations did occur with the statement describing membership on the evaluation team as
a positive experience. None of the statements about primary user involvement correlated
significantly with utilization.

Organizational culture Eleven statements related to the organizational attitude of the school
district toward program evaluations were also rated on a five-point Likert scale. Descriptive
statistics for the variables and correlations with utilization and characteristics of the
evaluation appear in table 3.5. Ratings were consistently lower than those given to items
related to the evaluation process and primary users” involvement in the evaluation process.
There was, however, general agreement that primary users were given support to
participated in the evaluation, that primary users were motivated to participate, and that the
evaluation was an integral part of the implementation process. Respondents, however, were
less inclined to rate the school district as committed to organizational learning, or inquiry as
a way of enhancing learning and empowering staff. Furthermore, most primary users were
not fully aware of the scope of the task before they agreed to participate in an evaluation.

The statement describing the school district as committed to organizational learning
correlated significantly with five characteristics of program evaluations. Two statements
correlated significantly with four characteristics of program evaluations. They were
‘evaluations are valued by the system’ and ‘the system wants to use evaluation information
to inform decision making’. Four statements about organizational culture correlated
significantly with utilization.

The open-ended questions on the questionnaire were used to clarify further the issues
related to participatory program evaluations. Key themes are summarized here.

Pros and cons of using a participatory approach There was overwhelming evidence favoring
participation as a valuable professional development. In addition, empowerment, increased
understanding, and ownership of the evaluation process, were identified as important
outcomes. Respondents believed that it was important to involve those who were
ultimately responsible for making changes. The participatory approach was also seen as a
way of keeping the evaluation practical and honest.

On the other hand, the participatory approach requires a great deal of time. Also,
involvement of primary users does not seem to guarantee utilization. Responses highlighted
the need for commitment by senior administration; the process must be valued and used to
inform decision making.

Issues related to the utilization of evaluation findings Budgets were identified several times as
a limiting factor, especially in a time of limited resources. Several respondents mentioned
the need for evaluation to be seen as an integral part of the decision-making process. This
includes a commitment to follow through with and implement the action plan. Related to
these issues is a commitment to the evaluation process and the resulting action plan by
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system and school administrators, as well as school staff. Respondents suggested that this
commitment is generally lacking in this system. The need for better communication both
about the evaluation process and the findings was also stressed.

Factors mentioned most often in the responses included limited budget; lack of
commitment of senior staff; commitment of key individuals; commitment of the evaluation
team; and lack of system commitment to the action plan process.

Conditions likely to benefit the system and primary users Several respondents mentioned
improving the development and implementation procedure associated with the action plan.
In addition, more commitment, support, understanding, and involvement of senior staff were
seen as important. Several persons indicated that the system must value and use the results
of the evaluation studies. There should also be more effort to support the release of primary
users from other duties, as well as the involvement of primary users in framing and
implementing the action plan.

Value of participatory evaluation Previous evaluations in the school district were generally
characterized as highly credible and reliable. In addition, the ratings for findings and
evaluation quality and timeliness were relatively high. On the other hand, evaluations were
rated lower in terms of communication and time taken to complete the study. Utilization was
deemed to be generally low.

There were a number of comments expressing gratitude for the opportunity to be
involved and stressing the positive nature of the experience. Comments were very
supportive of the evaluation process. There was, however, concern about the lack of, or

inappropriateness of, follow-up activities, especially related to the action plan.

Findings Three: Group Discussion

The group discussion involved several primary users in a discussion about the value and
impact of participatory evaluations in this school district. Individuals based most of their
comments on the specific evaluation and context that they had experienced.

Once again, the value of primary user involvement in program evaluation as professional
development and as a collaborative learning experience was emphasized. The sense of
competence and empowerment that accrued characterized each evaluation project.
Without exception, there was support for the variety of data collection methods and the
perceived relevance of the data collected. Primary users welcomed the opportunity to
participate in the evaluation process and to collect data that could be used as the basis for
action.

A few comments from the group discussion demonstrate how the involvement of some

primary users in the program evaluation process contributed to individual professionalism.

Before I became involved in any evaluation I had a very crude understanding of what
was involved. If I were to have tried to do one it would have been full of holes—in
terms of methodology and the way to negotiate the evaluation questions. I knew very
little about designing evaluations, choosing the best ways to get data, and asking
questions on a survey. Not that [ now have a sophisticated level of expertise, but I at
least know what the components of a sound evaluation should look like.
Professionally, I'm more competent and more critical of evaluations. If people are

When I had to develop a questionnaire for the grade 9 and 10 health program —
and I'm not sure how much I consulted with [the researcher] —but I felt very

confident in doing it because of the things I had learned and experienced in previous



48 CLAY LAFLEUR

*1801}40 Yoleasal
s,pleoq 8yl yum diysuonejal
19BUOHIS B BABY | LUONENIBAS By}

0= Le St v Ly 143 9l 87 G9 85’y ur Bunedioined 40 Jnse) e sy (¢}
'ss8004d uonenjeas weiboid
8U1 O] UONNQUILCD BUYMYUIOM

[40 «65° 8L A4 1 ora 80— LE 99 iy e 9pRW [ 1Y) BA8I8q | (9}

‘pseoq
SIY) Ul epewl 9Ie SuOISIPEp
Aem ay) pueisiepun Jsiisqg sw
6l 6t e - 6L 143 67 80— vl SLE pediay ssedoid uoilenieAs eyy (G)
*$$800sd Juswidojanap
}e1s aigenjea B sem uollenjeas
- o~ [ SO L0- | - 6l 1§ 6Ly weiBoid syy ul Bunedionsey ()
‘s$s800.d
UONEN|EAS SY) Ul JUBLUISAIOAU
Aw 0 )nses e se weiboid
9L- 60~ o [11) 0L~ Clae 60— £ 88 €9y 8yl INOge elow paues) | (€)
‘uonenjeas weiboid e
Bunjeliepun Jo s1j0q pue sinu,

(X0 142 o ST 80 Q0 L= «6%  8¥ 1284 81 1noge |esp 1eaib e paules | (2)
‘gouslsdxe
oaisod B sem wies) uolenjeas
ve #8G 80’ «89 Ve »%99’ 8i— «CL 88 SLY 8yl 4o Jequiew e Buteg (1)
uogezin)  euwy  sssuyewitj sbupu{ uonBOUNWIWIO) eoueAsley Aliqiper) Alenp @S  Uee jueweyeig
awij

suonejelI10)

mU.:m..:mngNUQu EO.:U:NB\»Q Qu.ﬁ& MEQ.:UNMNNQU Nv:B NQMEP»NQ;QN Jasn \ﬁ~UE.~V~m& NEQ@B Sjuawaipis Nﬁ\;mﬂowuu.:wmu N:UFUEBQM EQB subapyy WM MNQUrN



49

A PARTICIPATORY APPROACH TO DISTRICT-LEVEL PROGRAM EVALUATION

2aa3es1(] A[Suong—]) SONSLIIOBIRYD UOHENTeAd weidoad a3e1 03 posn sem d[eds 10Yr] yurod-oaly v

100"> d aoueoyrudis payes—| s
10°> d Soueoyudis pofrer—| 4

(921ey AfPUON—G 0}

I

o'

A

ElL-

6z

14%

LE-

14

8i—

514

ST-

L0~

9T

(200

L=

[4v)

0=

90—

L

124

[24

8t

€7-

(51

(e

el

ST

[

ze-

L0

Gi—

Ly

67—

60—

0z

vi—

60°

60’

L0-

A

Ly

(4

6v’

ov—

€0’

Vel

el

og’L

66’

8¢’

99’

JARS

00y

oce

STy

Lil

‘sjuswabpajmouroe

pue uonubosss

sAlisod Ul P8lINSas uonenjeas
9Y1 Ul JUBWBAIoAUL AN

‘|l 10} eoualiedxe
Buemodwia ue Sem uonEN|BAd
wesboid ayy ui Bunedionied
‘piecq ay) ui syosloid

Je|IWIS JBYI0 eleljior) pue ui
9j0J diysiopes| e Aeid o) siqe
useq oAeY | uoNenieAs ayl ul
uonedioiued Aw Jo ynsas e sy
‘uonen|eas auy) Jo seseyd

tie Buunp ssadoid Buiyew
-uoisioep 8yl Jo wed 19y |
‘swy jo

s1sem e pue AJBSS90sUUN SeM
UOHEN|EAS 8Y) Ul JUBWIBA|OAUI
AW 1eul juiys | jessusb u|
‘weay

uolieniens ayi Jo Jsquiswi Jaylo
auo 1ses| je yum diysuoie(s.
19Buoils e eney | uoenjEAS BYL
ul Bunedioiued Jo jnsas e sy

€L)

[t48}

(L)

(0t}

(8



50 CLAY LAFLEUR

Juawaacidu 01
a1noJ e se Buiules| jeuoneziuebio

*29° wull ey’ 44 »69 wnll’ 60’ «29 LE 85'€ Ol PAINIWOD S| WelsAs ay] (9)
‘suofenjeas
weiboud ul AjnjBuluesw
sledronued 0] Loddns juaioyns

o' o 0z »+G9 60° o’ S0- «x99° (8 LLy ueAIb eie sJasn Alewild (G)
‘siuedionied Buusmodwe
pue Buiwies| Budueyus Jo Aem e

ve %09’ qg 9T 14 «85 vT €€ 90l  v9E e se Ainbul suoddns WwelsAs ayL (p)
‘suoiienfeas weiboid
Op 0] $92iN0S8J pue aull

67~ 14 oL [4% v0’ €0’ L0 6e  ¢€l'l  €g¢ a1enbape sepinoid walsAs ay) (g)
‘Buyew uolIsiap
WHIOJUI O] UONBWLIOJU UOIIeNjeAd

» 99 09 8y’ 6L PrYas) M 9g 8L 87l Ive asn 0} sjuem walshs 8y (g)
‘welsAs

«l9 «68° LE Si «l9 %8G’ \z ¢e 90'L  09¢€ 8y} Aq penjea aie suoienjers (()

uopezynn 8wy  sseunpll  SOUIpUlY  UONBOIUNWIIOD 8ouBASieY ANiiqipes) AuenD QS UedW juswelelg
euwiy

SUONB|O1I0)

MQNHMN&QNQENBNNU EQ.ESSNB;MW

NNH,E; MQQ.CBNNNNOM NNEB mx:u\zb NUEOCENNEUWLQ H:DQU sjuowalpis NQ-\WEG.ZUT»NT NUMEWQU&. WQU Subapyy M;M, MNQBIN.



A PARTICIPATORY APPROACH TO DISTRICT-LEVEL PROGRAM EVALUATION 51

100" > d ooueoyrusts pa[rey—| s
10" > d ooueoyruSts pafreI—| 4
(9013y £jSuong—s 03

9913es1(] A[SUong—]) SONSLIIOBIRYD UONRN[RAD wresdo.d 93e1 0 pasn sem d[eds JINI] jutod-oAy y .

+09’

L

Ly

w

8t

oy

»C9

(A4

Lo

*L9

6%

9T

gl—

Ly

Gl

[45%

8y

80

oL

»08°

S’

0z’

€L

09

Ly

+£9°

Le

aT

PG

8¢

£e

PO~

8z

£

e

o

9T

(24

gL'l

el

S8

6L

7>

£€8'c

yre

we

'sseo0ud uonejuswe|dul
wesboid syl jo ued |eibajul
ue Se POMSIA ale Suolenjeal

‘ajedionied o) Buisasbe 8i048q ysel

8y} j0 8dods syl JO jueziuboo
AjIn} @ie suonenjead wieiboid uj
siedioiled oym s1asn Alewilid

‘0S Op O} pojeAlow

ole suolenjers weiboud

ui aredidied oym siasn Atewd
'syoeloid Juenbasgns

Ul PaSN 8JE SuoienjeAs

weiboud v paledionied aaey oym
S0yl JO SIS pue aousuadxe ay|
“sBuipuy

pue sanss| uohenjeas weiboid
INOQe 91eJ0qR||0d O} $IasN
Asewlid sobeinodus walsAs ay|

L)

oL

(6)



52 CLAY LAFLEUR

evaluations. I sort of knew what had to be done so that the data that I would get back
would be meaningful. And in a way that included both quantitative and qualitative
data. Data that could be analyzed meaningfully. I wasn’t just going to end up with a
bag full of stuff that I couldn’t make any sense out of. And I reflected on that
afterwards and when I had to develop this health study and a questionnaire I knew I
could do it. And that was a result of working with [the researcher] and being part of
evaluations for a number of years.

Our guidance evaluation, and my participation in it, provided me with an
opportunity to present results at a provincial level and to be regarded as one of the
leaders in the field. This would not have happened without the evaluation and my
involvement. 1 feel recognized as well as more informed about guidance and
evaluation issues.

I think people who go through the process come away richer. They gain useful
skills that they can apply.

On the other hand, concerns were expressed about a number of issues related to the
evaluation and, in particular, the development and implementation of the resulting action

plan. Sample comments about the action plan are:

It all comes down in the end to the action plan. I don’t really know what level of
commitment there is to it. Sometimes I think it’s like playing a game. Finishing the
game even though your heart isn’t in it. I don’t know if that’s the case, but that’s my
sense of what tends to happen.

I guess it comes back to the beginning of an evaluation. And you have said this so
many times. Don’t start unless you’re prepared to follow through. There has to be as
much emphasis on the results and doing something as there is on the evaluation itself.
So many times—and it’s like implementation—all of our energy is given to getting
started and we don’t devote enough energyto the actual implementation.
Evaluations often run out of energy, money, time or commitment to the original
goals. Maybe that’s because everything takes so long and, with so many changes

going on, we’ve usually started several other things.

There was general agreement that evaluations tend to take on a life of their own. With
limited resources, there was a feeling that evaluations took too much time and required
labor-intensive involvement. This was especially true compared to the seemingly limited
time, resources, and energy devoted to implementing follow-up activities from the action

plans. Some illustrative comments from the group discussion follow:

The evaluations take too long. We’ve got to find ways to streamline the process
without diminishing the value of the evaluations. To gather, analyze and turn the data
around before it becomes archival material.
I agree. We need to do things smarter and in a less complicated manner. We must
do just as good a job, or even better, with fewer resources, in much less time.
Maybe we’re too global in our evaluations. We try to do too much, rather than
really focus on the most critical aspects of the program. What we tend to do, and it’s

the nature of the beast, when you have that window of opportunity, you know when
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it’s your turn in the system’s way of doing things, there’s a temptation to want to do

it all. And, as a result, it slows the process down and you may not do anything well.
My experience indicated that evaluations need to be kept very simple, with

absolutely clear parameters, and an expectation of turning the evaluation around very

quickly.

There was some uncertainty and confusion as to whether the system really valued the
evaluation process, especially when the findings indicated significant (as determined by the
evaluation team) areas that required improvement.

In my opinion, the system both valued, as a symbol of concern and desired success,
our evaluation and did not value it because the recommendations and action plan
were not fully implemented. ..

We talk the talk. We talk about the importance of evaluations, but, because we
don’t always act on the evaluation findings, we often go through the process and

there’s limited pay off.

Furthermore, evaluation utilization was seen to be ecasily influenced by changing political
and economic circumstances, beyond the control of staff within the system. It appeared that
policymakers were consistently overwhelmed by other matters and repeatedly delayed an
action plan or proceeded very cautiously, if at all, with it. The following comment provides
a glimpse of the external factors such as budget and contract restrictions that can impede the

utilization of an evaluations findings:

A noteworthy insight for me happened near the end of the library evaluation. In
effect, it was during the development of the action plan and the attempt to bring it
forward that I realized that we had made an error in the original formation of the
evaluation by trying to incorporate so many different aspects such as materials, plant,
program, and personnel. A major reason for not being able to fully implement the
library evaluation was a problem with senior administration dealing with the
economic and contract implications. They were in a real bind as to what to do. I didn’t

realize this until near the end of the process, when we were stonewalled.

Although there was general consensus that the protocol and procedures for doing
evaluations had progressed significantly, there was also a strong feeling that evaluations
were still not integrated into the system’s way of doing business. It was suggested that the
participatory nature of evaluation is very much limited by structures that are not always
supportive of, nor in tune with, using the results of evaluation studies.

Conclusion

The present research study provides specific feedback on the program evaluation model
used in this school district. It also reinforces a number of issues identified in the literature

on participatory evaluation and evaluation utilization. In particular, this study supports the
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professional worth of involving primary users in program evaluations. It also demonstrates a
relation between primary user involvement and the utilization of evaluation findings.

The characteristics of program evaluations, as posited by Cousins and Earl (1992), were
helpful in examining the impact of previous evaluations undertaken in this school district.
Noteworthy was the relation between utilization and the nature, amount and quality of
communication about the results of the evaluation. Furthermore, the strong influence of the
superintendent of program on the evaluation process and, specifically, the development and
implementation of resulting action plans linked noticeably with utilization. Shavelson’s
(1988) comment about trying to understand the mind-frames of policymakers and
practitioners is worth considering.

Throughout this study, respondents suggested that evaluations be redesigned so that they
could be completed in less time with fewer resources, and yet produce high-quality results.
In addition, an organizational culture that values and supports the total evaluation process,
and is committed practically to follow through on the action plans, seems to be essential. In
this study, a supportive organizational climate related to a number of characteristics of
program evaluation, including utilization.

As an initial attempt to come to terms with some of the findings of this research study,
the following reflective statements are posited. They provide a basis for further

improvement and refinement of the program evaluation model used in this school district.

* Organizational structures and power relationships need to support better participatory
program evaluation, including improved evaluation utilization. Program evaluation
should be integrated into the system’s way of doing business.

* It is important to develop a strategy for ensuring that the action plan is developed and
implemented.

* The involvement of primary users in the evaluation process results in positive staff
development, a felling of empowerment, and a sense of competence in evaluation issues
and procedures.

* Primary users must be more involved in the system and their expertise acquired during
the evaluation must be used in follow-up.

* Communication about the evaluation process—at all stages—must be improved and
must be of the highest quality.

* The current climate of political, economic and educational change demands prompt and
efficient use of time and resources.

* Evaluation must be valued and seen to be valued; this can be demonstrated by acting on
the findings of the evaluation.

* Efforts should be made to understand better the perception of and demands on

policymakers, so that the design, conduct and use of evaluations can be better planned.

Note

1 It should be noted that the action plan is a decision-making activity and is not part of the

formal evaluation process. The evaluation team’s responsibility includes interpreting the
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findings and developing suggested courses of action (recommendations) based on the

findings. It is then the policymaker’s responsibility to develop and implement an action plan.
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Chapter 4
Assessing Program Needs Using
Participatory Evaluation: A Comparison of
High and Marginal Success Cases
J.Bradley Cousins

Introduction

‘Field centres’ of the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE) are located in
various regions of Ontario and are designed to help the Institute fulfil its tripartite mandate
of graduate instruction, research, and field development, and to aid school districts in their
efforts to implement Ontario Ministry of Education and Training policy. Centre faculty are
in the unique and fortunate position of being able to offer their field development services
without fee to school districts within their respective jurisdictions. This arrangement
provides a highly suitable context for participatory evaluation activities. As a former
member of OISE’s complement of field centre faculty located at the Trent Valley Centre in
east-central Ontario, I participated in many such projects over the years.

In this chapter, I examine two projects, one considered by me to be highly successful, the
other marginally so. Both studies employed a single model of participation, were conducted
over a period of about 12—18 months, resulted in the production of a final report co-
authored by myself and members of the respective communities of practice, and were
completed well before data for the present study were collected. The following sets of
questions provided the focus for research.

* What was the impact of the participatory approach to applied research? Were decisions
based on the data? Did district staff learn from the data? What effect(s) did participation
have on the primary users who collaborated on the project?

* What factors explained variation in impact? Did interaction between researchers and
practitioners enhance impact? Did features of the research project predict use of the

data? Which organizational features were related to the use of the data?

The paper begins with a brief description of the cases followed by a summary of the
participatory evaluation model employed. The research methods for the present study are

then briefly considered and a summary of cross-case findings is presented.
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Case Descriptions

Marginal Success Case: Lakeside

Lakeside is a small school district serving a large, predominantly rural region in a distant
corner of the field centre’s jurisdiction (a 2%2 hour drive from the centre office). The district
has sixteen elementary and three secondary schools, a student enrolment of about 6,500,
and employs about 300 teachers. The board had secured funding from the Ministry of
Education and Training to enhance the use of computers in schools and was in the midst of a
three-year phase-in procedure. In the first year, four elementary schools and one secondary
school served as pilot sites. At each site, resources were made available for the acquisition
of hardware (computers and peripherals) and software, but most importantly, for the half-
time release of one site coordinator to assist staff in upgrading their computer skills and
integrating the technology into the curriculum. District administration planned to shift
resources into an additional five schools in each of the second and third years. I was
recruited to coordinate a monitoring study designed to inform phase 2 and 3
implementation. A steering committee was formed which consisted of the five phase 1 site
coordinators, the supervisory officer, a principal at one of the phase 1 pilot sites, and the
central board office computer consultant/curriculum coordinator. The site coordinators
worked closely with me on the research.

I met with the steering committee in the autumn of the phase 1 implementation year.
We defined the scope of the project, assessed the appropriateness of the conceptual
framework, agreed upon the research questions, identified tasks, and assigned
responsibilities. We established a workplan for the research team, and proceeded to
develop an interview guide. After 1 had conducted some initial interviews in each of the
respective school sites, 1 conducted an interview training session with the research team.
The site coordinators then collected and summarized their interview data and we met once
again for the data analysis training session. In total, interviews were carried out with forty-
six teachers and school administrators in the pilot schools. In the ensuing weeks, the data
was independently coded by the research team members and collectively analyzed, and I
prepared a draft of the final report. Each research team member participated in reporting by
providing me with a five-page description of their respective pilot site. I edited the
descriptions and incorporated them into the main report. I was given feedback on the draft
report by the research team and a subsequent meeting was scheduled with the steering

committee to discuss the revised report. The final report was about forty pages in length

Author’s Note: This research was completed while the author was on faculty at the Ontario
Institute for Studies in Education. The research was supported by a grant from the Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council of Canada (Grant # 410-92-0983). The opinions expressed within
are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect Council policy. The author thanks Anne
Hogaboam-Gray and Jie Mei Li for their participation in the data collection and analysis phases of
the project. Also, thanks is expressed to the school district personnel who helped to coordinate the
data collection.
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and contained eight recommendations, each having direct bearing on phase 2 and 3 planning
and implementation. The entire research process unfolded over a period of about nine
months. Subsequently, the full report, complete with draft recommendations, was accepted
without change by the steering committee and then disseminated to interested parties
within the school district. I was modestly surprised by these events because I knew that the
supervisory officer disagreed with at least one of the recommendations.

Through informal contacts with the superintendent after the report had been distributed,

I learned that no further monitoring activities had occurred, although phases

Following my visits to the schools I immediately reported back to the research team in a memo
about my experience. Some respondents interviewed by me had little or no knowledge of the purposes
of our project and raised some concerns. I suggested in the memo that the site coordinators spend

sufficient time reviewing with interviewees the purposes and intentions of the study.

When it came time to produce thefina] report, Ifound the task to be quite straighgforward. My
participation in data collection and the data analysis session had greatly enhanced my understanding
of key variables and processes in the board. I felt confident that my reporting of findings was accurate
and was grounded in the consensual understanding of the research team. When I developed and
distributed draft recommendations to members of the research team they had some suggestions for fine
tuning, but on the whole felt that the set was reasonable and accurately reflected the findings of the
study. They were also content with the findings as I had reported them.

As we reviewed the draft recommendations some argued to include additional recommendations and

fine-tune others on the basis of their interests as site coordinators in the pilot schools. I was careful to
argue the need to demonstrate clear linkages to the data including recommendations and came away

satisfied that I had achieved this objective.

2 and 3 of the plan were being implemented. The supervisory officer assured me that the
recommendations had been taken seriously and acted on, although our discussions about
these specific actions and follow-up activities, in general, were both brief and vague. I did
not have a sense from these brief encounters that the impact of the report had been very
significant despite a relatively smooth participatory research process with no major
setbacks, delays, or obstacles. Given these considerations of impact and process, I
concluded that this participatory case was only ‘marginally successful.’

High Success Case: Rockland

Rockland is a small school district also located in east-central Ontario. Although closer to
the OISE Field Centre the Board office was still about 1?2 hours drive. The district has only
two secondary schools and seventeen elementary schools, but covers an enormous region
that is largely rural and sparsely populated. Rockland employs about 200 teachers and has an
average yearly student enrolment of about 5,000.

Chronologically, the Rockland case preceded the Lakeside project by about one year.
The board had initiated a pilot program in grade 9 in anticipation of the Ministry’s intention

to ‘destream’ grade 9 as part of a province-wide restructuring initiative to ease the
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transition of adolescents from elementary to secondary school. The provincial initiative,
which later became knows as the Transition Years initiative, was designed to better engage
students and foster their participation in school life, thereby reducing the rate of early school
leaving (dropping out). The Rockland ‘multi-level’ grade 9 program was designed not to
destream, but to combine Ontario’s three streams (advanced, general, and basic) into
common grade 9 classes. Teachers were recruited for the program on a volunteer basis,
although specialty teachers (e.g., music, French) really had little choice. After some
informal discussion with a supervisory officer, I volunteered to coordinate a monitoring
study of first year implementation activities.

I met with a steering committee that consisted of two superintendents, one principal,
one vice-principal, and one district curriculum coordinator. At that meeting many decisions
were made about the nature and scope of the study. We decided to collect attitudinal
student data from grade 10 students who had just completed the traditional grade 9 program
(the control group) and then from grade 9 students who had been in multi-level classes (the
treatment group). We also agreed to interview all teachers of grade 9 in the board (N=33).
At my suggestion four teachers, two from each secondary school, were added to the
steering committee for our next meeting. A training session on interviewing procedures
followed.

Control student data and teacher interview data were collected and interview data were
processed and analyzed. As with Lakeside, members of the research team were trained to
independently code their interview data and the research team met as a group to integrate
findings. Initial results were shared with the steering committee in the spring and a follow-
up survey of the teachers was designed and implemented. Treatment group student data were
collected at the end of the school year and analyzed by field centre staff over the summer. I
wrote a draft final report and sent it to the research team for comment. The draft was then
revised and distributed to the rest of the steering committee. We met as a group to discuss
the report, identify changes, and plan dissemination and follow-up activities. The report
was about sixty-five pages long, including appendices, and made recommendations
supported by the findings. The entire research process took about one year to complete.

As with the Lakeside case, I was very pleased with the participatory process at the
Rockland Board. The research had gone well, teacher researchers appeared to enjoy the
process, report writing was straightforward, the interim and final reports were received
enthusiastically by the steering committee, and I had a strong sense that the findings were
valid and that the recommendations were well supported. The project also had considerable
impact. First, the ministry had moved ahead with its transition years initiatives and
announced funding for innovative pilot projects in the province. A proposal from Rockland
that drew heavily on data from the needs assessment study was funded. Second, in line with
one of the recommendations, one of the research team members was promoted to central
office to serve as transition years coordinator. Third, I was invited back to assist in planning
further research on the pilot project. This research was coordinated by the recently
appointed transition years coordinator and was conducted exclusively by members of the
local organization. My role was strictly ‘arms-length’, although field centre services were
offered for the processing and analysis of numerical data. Fourth, in a planning meeting
after the report had been released, I inquired about progress in implementing the

recommendations from the study. I was favorably impressed by steering committee
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members’ summation of progress with each of the six recommendations. These reasons
informed my admittedly subjective perceptions of process and impact, and led me to
conclude that the participatory needs assessment experience in Rockland had been highly
successful.

In summary, the participatory research model at Lakeside and Rockland were quite
similar. In each case I was recruited to coordinate the research but worked in partnership
with a steering committee. The research tasks were carried out by myself and teams of
teachers not experienced in doing research. The process involved a considerable investment
on my part in training the teachers to conduct interviews and analyze data. Final reports
were drafted by me and revised by the teacher teams prior to going forward to the steering
committee. In both cases the reports were well received by the committee. The results
were disseminated within the districts and follow-up activities were carried out without the

researcher’s involvement.

Method

Design

The present study is a retrospective interview study of the two cases described above. In
cach case, about one year had elapsed since the final report was released, allowing ample
opportunity for impact to occur, while at the same time permitting respondents to reflect
on events that were not temporally distant in memory.

Within each site, all primary users participating in either the research team or the
steering committee were selected for interview. In addition, a sample of users (program
implementors) not involved in carrying out the participatory needs assessment were selected
at random from lists of school personnel who had been interviewed during the respective
needs assessment processes. At both Lakeside and Rockland, seven ‘participants’ and fifteen
‘non-participants’ were interviewed for a total of forty-four interviews. In each case, all
research team members were interviewed, although we were unable to interview some
steering committee members due to scheduling conflicts.

Parallel interview guides were prepared for the Lakeside and Rockland sites and each
adapted to local circumstances and participant and non-participant samples. The guides
asked about the participatory process, the study’s impact, factors affecting impact, and
current status of the program. Private interviews were carried out by three researchers and
interview summaries prepared. Procedures for coding interview data were based on those
described by Miles and Huberman (1984), and a coding scheme grounded in the conceptual
framework (outlined in chapter 1) was applied.! The interview data were then sorted and

quotations with illustrative value were noted. The cross-case results are reported below.
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Findings

What was the Impact of the Participatory Approach?

Decision making Table 4.1 displays data from both the Rockland and Lakeside cases
concerning the major sorts of impact that were observed. On balance, instrumental or
decision-making outcomes were noted to be stronger for the Rockland case. Perhaps the
most  significant instrumental use of the data was to inform continuing program
implementation activities and, in particular, continued monitoring. The data supported the
board’s successful bid for transition years pilot project funding (about $120,000 for two
years). As part of that funding, one of the research team members was appointed to a
central board office consultant/coordinator role and, as one of many tasks, headed the
monitoring research for the project. He was called upon to train participants in the
research skills he had acquired through the previous study. According to the new
coordinator, the prior study gave him ‘a base to go on and to do [his] own thing’. The study
also provided a focus for system-level planning. The deliberations among administrators,
decision makers, and persons responsible for implementation facilitated the process. As a
principal who participated on the steering committee put it,

...we knew where we wanted to go but the study helped us to get there quicker.
Having somebody from outside helps us to believe our thinking and results, we
probably get there in a quicker and better way.

Several respondents claimed that the administration took the recommendations seriously
and made a sincere effort to address each of them. For example, resources were made
available for practice-oriented, in-service training; a curriculum coordinator role was
created in addition to the transition years coordinator position; activities to enhance
exchange among elementary and secondary schools were put in place; and release time was
made available for teachers to work together. A recommendation about reducing class size
in grade 9 was addressed at the school level and met with varying degrees of success.

Not all evidence was uniform regarding instrumental impact. Some respondents,
particularly teachers, were relatively uninformed (or suggested their colleagues were
uninformed) about follow-up activities. They also questioned the implementation of the
recommendations. For example, in one school, efforts to reduce class size in grade 9 were
thwarted by last minute increases in enrolment for the coming school year. This event had
the double effect of overloading grade 9 teachers while at the same time causing them to
wonder about the school’s commitment to the recommendation. Further, interactions with
teachers from elementary schools and efforts to stimulate teachers’ joint work were
marginally successful, according to some nonparticipant respondents.

Similar sorts of impact were observed in the Lakeside site, but with limited breadth and
depth. Also, there was substantial countervailing evidence concerning some of the claims
made. The most visible outcome of the research was the establishment of a computer
advisory group (a committee), which consisted of a representative of the phase 1 site
coordinators, central office staff, trustees, and parents. This group reportedly relied on
information from the initial report in formulating a system-wide three-year computer
implementation plan. However, coverage of other recommendations coming from the
report was sporadic and selective. Some effort to step up in-service training activities was

apparent but, contrary to a recommendation in the report, novice users did not appear to
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be given special attention. While the board continued to enjoy success in attaining external
funding, support for on-site coordination was restricted to phase 2 and 3 schools. Some
progress was reportedly made in computer equipment and software acquisition.
Countervailing evidence at Lakeside was considerable. Several research participants and
non-participant teachers expressed disappointment with follow-up to the study. As one non-

participant teacher suggested,

[The study] had impact on staff collaboration and in-service. Teachers worked
together and spent their lunch time talking with one another. But administrative uses
[of the computer] depend on the individual teachers. So the impact is very limited
and I don’t think we are going in the direction of more resources, computer labs, and

local experts participating in board-level decision making.

Another commented on the limited quality of the in-service. ‘“We had in-service alright. But
it was such a long time between each workshop that we forgot what we did in the previous
one. So, each time we started from square one.” Finally, one of the research participants
indicated that resource allocations had changed since the report was released, but that the
change reduced the benefit to phase 1 schools, a result that ran counter to the spirit of the
report.

Individual and group learning Rockland yielded stronger evidence than did Lakeside to
suggest that individual and group learning had occurred (see table 4.1). While many
Rockland respondents commented that the data served to confirm prior knowledge and
hunches, some suggested that they served to heighten staffs’ and administrations’

awareness.

It also works to raise the awareness of senior administration. For example, the one we
just did with grade 7 and 8 students...that’s valuable information more for flagging
the support of senior administration because they can see something tangible and

react to that and let the principals know. (Research team member)

In addition to confirmation and awareness enhancement for some data from the study

provided new insights.

You got to learn how they felt about very important issues. You learned about the
‘hardliners’ and the ‘oldtimers’ and the people who could adjust and who look forward
to the challenge. So you might reaffirm some suspicions. And then there are always
the surprises you find out too...from peoples’ responses and students’ responses. ...
If T were going back to the study, I'd probably just go back to [the student written

comment data]. (Research team member)

A superintendent revealed how the data had served to whet his (and probably the

organization’s) sense of inquiry. In his words,
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...also some lines for further research for us to look at. If the kids are this way in
grade 8, what are they like later on at the end of grade 12 and OAC? What are the
implications for learning? How do you program for kids that go through these kinds

of transitions? (Steering committee member)

The research process appears to have had given staff pause to reflect on patterns of evidence
and to begin to question some deeper assumptions about the teaching and learning process.
The availability of ‘external eyes’ also served to stimulate this sort of response. As a steering
committee member put it,

the technical assistance and the setting up of the study is very important, but there’s
also been the opportunity to sit down with [the OISE researcher] to focus on what’s
on hand and the issues. ..get some insight from somebody who is removed from the

actual situation, and give us some broad perspectives.

At Lakeside the situation was quite different. There was some acknowledgment of the
confirmation of prior knowledge and a suggestion that district staff’s awareness of
computers had been enhanced. There was also a vague allusion to the enhanced use of
computers by teachers. But there was little to suggest that new insights had been provided
by the study or that it stimulated a sense of organizational, or even individual inquiry. On
the other hand, several respondents remarked on the lack of new insight and the low level of
awareness among staff.

Even before OISE came in, we said to our administrators that we need another
technician. . .so they brought OISE in to do this big study and the study revealed that
we need a technician. In my opinion we didn’t need OISE to do that study from that
respect. (Research team member)

Nothing has been done. I’ve really been quite disappointed in the whole process.
There was no follow-up. We spent a lot of time gathering facts and coming together.
It looks great on paper, but nobody was able or nobody was willing to make a
commitment. As soon as the government funding ran out, there was no attempt even

to continue. (Research team member)

These comments reveal that some members of the research team were harboring significant
levels of resentment regarding their role in the process. There was a definite sense among
them that they had been ‘used’ and that the study had been a waste of valuable time. It is
important to know that not all members of the research team were of this view.
Nonetheless, even teachers not associated with the study complained of the lack of specific
information or follow-up relevant to phase 2 and 3 implementation.

Developing research skills Staff at both Rockland and Lakeside commented on their
development of research skills as a consequence of participation. As noted in table 4.1,
however, some concerns were raised.

At Rockland, most participants viewed their involvement in the process as an effective

professional development exercise.
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I know for me, it was sort of a learning process...it was sort of like going back to
university and learning how to do a study. (Research team member)

The professional development for the research team is very worthwhile. It has
been shown that their experience has been internalized. Being involved with
professionals and setting up the study, you come back with a set of knowledge you
didn’t have before. It’s a practical knowledge, actually going through the process. It
has impacts beyond the particular study. (Steering committee member)

When asked if research team members could manage a similar process without the technical
support provided by OISE, there were varying responses. The research team member who
had been promoted to transition years coordinator grounded his response in his own
experience; he had taken on the task of coordinating such an effort and was succeeding with
it. Another facet of impact regarding participation was the development of leadership
potential within the board. Of the four research team members, three had been promoted
since the study. The study served to raise their profile within the board as well as to provide

them with a tangible addition to their resumé. As a supervisory officer put it,

Their professionalism is recognized. There is a leadership development component to
[the participatory process]. It gives them skills that other people don’t have. [Teacher

X] is an example. He has done a lot of growing and will be a marketable person.

On the downside, there was considerable evidence to suggest that the organization
remained dependent on the external researcher for technical support. Such support was not
restricted to the statistical analysis of data, although this issue was most certainly raised.
Some research team members did not feel confident that they could manage the interview data
coding task without the direct coordination by the expert. Further, while the research study
directly involved participants in almost all phases of the research process, the contribution of
the research team to the reporting phase was comparatively light. As a possible
consequence, the coordinator of the subsequent research study had some misgivings about his

writing skills,

Writing took a long time to get through. I would start it and then leave it for a
while. I don’t know, maybe that is just myself. Possibly being a little more involved
in writing the first [study] would have helped. But I don’t know how comfortable I
would have felt writing that first one. I think actually going through the process in
the capacity that I did was better and then to write this one.

Finally, a superintendent remarked that he did not want to sever the link with OISE since
the process had been so successful and there was much to be gained concerning the further
development of technical skills.

The development of research skills was also an apparent impact in the Lakeside case.
Staff viewed the experience as positive and effective from the point of view of professional
development. At least some members believed that the process could be repeated, with
perhaps some support in the form of a ‘refresher’ session or consultation. Also, as at
Rockland, the participatory experience may have contributed to leadership development.
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After the final report was released one team member was assigned to a half-time central
office role as part of his computer advisory group responsibilities. However, as shown in
table 4.1, not all evidence was positive. First, one teacher participant expressed anxiety
about interviewing his peers as part of the data collection process. Second, continued close
involvement of an external expert was thought to be essential to the success of continuing
research projects. According to one of the teacher participants, ‘Yes, I think we would have
to have somebody who would give us the whole picture.... I would think initially we would
still need somebody from OISE...and from that point we could take over’. Third, for one
participant, the development of research skills did not appear to be time well spent in the

light of the limited impact the study had.

In some ways I thought it was helpful in that I learned a little bit more about research
and interviewing skills, although in retrospect the time would have been better used
in my own school, teaching teachers and actually doing what we were supposed to do
[as site coordinator] instead of studying it. We spent a good 20 to 25 hours and really

for no apparent reason.

This view was supported by at least one other research team member. Finally, another
participant found the interview data coding task onerous and ‘brutal’.

Summary Differences between Rockland and Lakeside become apparent, especially in
considering the instrumental and conceptual impact of the needs assessment data.

From the point of view of the evaluator, the extent and range of impact are gratifying. However,
there are also a few surprises. The most vivid example is the dissenting views held by some research
team members in Lakeside. In particular, in working through the process, I had privately noted a
potential candidate for coordinating research activities after the initial study was complete (research
activities that never materialized, I might add). The individual that I had in mind was among the
more able and appeared to possess the necessary leadership qualities. Moreover, he worked through the

tasks cooperatively and conscientiously. I was very interested indeed to learn that his views of the

process and its impact were decidedly pessimistic.

Differences were less visible regarding the development of research skills among the teacher
participants, although at Lakeside, professional development of this sort was not held in
high esteem by some, given other commitments and the perceived limited impact of the
study. These findings provide insight into the nature and range of consequences of the
participatory evaluation model. We now turn to an examination of factors that led to those

consequences .

What Factors Explained Variation in Impact?

Table 4.2 summarizes the factors that appeared to be operative within the two sites. The
factors are summarized in table 4.2 under the three major components of the evaluation use
conceptual framework outlined in chapter 1.

Participation At Rockland several attributes of the participatory process were identified as
having a positive impact. First, the involvement of such a relatively large contingent of local
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staff on the steering committees and research teams raised the profile of the study and
enhanced dissemination activities. In addition to concrete plans for dissemination,
participants naturally shared findings with their peers throughout the school district.
Second, having teachers interview their peers resulted in a relaxed, trustful environment
for the interview data collection. According to one research team member, teachers were
willing to be open and honest with their views ‘because there was good rapport in the
present project and lots of trust’. Third, participation also enhanced the research teams’
sensitivity to local values and their ability to get past surface description and closer to the
heart of matters at hand. The technical skills brought to the project by the researcher and
the training provided were the fourth and fifth aspects of participation that helped. While
the former helped to raise the credibility of the research project, thereby enhancing its
potential to support decisions and enhance learning, the latter led quite directly to the
development of research skills among practitioners. A vice-principal who did not participate
in the process reflected on it:

Technical research skills really make a difference. That skill does not reside within
the boards nor the time, I don’t think. [The research team] would not have produced
as credible or systematic a document...[the process] increased the assurances that
something would be done because it was done in that professional kind of way.

Another important aspect of the researcher’s involvement was leadership: providing the
impetus to develop and stick to a workplan. As one of the research team members
suggested, ‘the collaboration with the OISE staff can help get things started and set down
some time lines to get things done. Otherwise, the teachers are so busy with so many things
they tend to put things off. Contrary to the positive aspects of the process, a few
respondents believed that follow-up to the report could have been improved and that
dissemination was really quite limited. Some also raised concerns about the demands on
their time and time away from their core function of teaching. In general, however, such
countervailing evidence was not widespread.

At Lakeside, the data was less positive and negative influences were more strongly
voiced. Similar patterns emerged regarding the provision of technical skills and training.
One research team member reflected on the value of collaborative involvement:

I found, for me, that [the coding] was difficult the first time round, although when
we all got together and tried it 1 found the dialogue very useful...without that
sharing exercise I don’t believe the results would have been valid.

Again, the implication here is one of enhancing the potential for use through the mediating
effects of the report’s credibility. Communication of information from the study was
enhanced at Lakeside by the establishment of a formal mechanism to address computer
implementation issues, namely the computer advisory group. Part of the group’s mandate
was to dialogue with teachers regarding the integration of the technology into their program;
the research-based knowledge was viewed as being natural to that process.

Dissenting views about the participatory process were quite similar to those voiced at
Rockland, but were more intense and more widespread among interview respondents. The

chief concern raised was a severe lack of discussion with district teachers about the data. A
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research team member reported that sharing with teachers was rather limited and typically
took the form of a one-way transmission of information: ‘Ibelieve at a staff meeting, they were
told these were the recommendations. . .it didn’t filter down quite as well as it could have.’

Another member of the research team was less than enamored with the training process:

Well, I don’t think we were trained at all. [The OISE researcher] did give us a little
bit of background and some ideas. I have a little bit of experience in that, so I didn’t
find it too difficult. ... The coding took a bit of work because I have never done anything
like that before.

He also raised concerns about time away from the school that might have been used to have
amore direct impact on potential users of computers. This view was shared by another team
member. As mentioned above, both were disappointed with the impact of the study and
questioned its need in the first place.

Context _for research Strong administrative support and leadership were two variables that
were found to stimulate the use of research information at Rockland (see table 4.2). Efforts
to carry out recommendations were viewed by some teachers as sincere, and a
superintendent, who was a member of the research steering committee, shared findings
with teachers at the school level ‘as a way of giving them strokes and showing my support’.
Also, the district’s high need for information regarding the transition years initiative played
a key role. Given the provincial policy agenda at the time, the study was very timely and it
heightened the awareness of many teachers about destreaming, in particular, and planned

change in general.

When the study began there was a need for information. We were streamed then.
There was no one around to give teachers help on resources and pedagogy for
destreamed classes. When we talked about new ideas like class size, we got to voice
our opinion and saw something done. It was definitely a good time to start to ask

people all about these. (Non-participant teacher)

However, several concerns were raised, the most frequently voiced being limited
resources, competing priorities, heavy workload, and inter-departmental and inter-school
relations. Each was seen to lessen the extent to which the study had an impact within the
district. A non-participant vice-principal reflected on the impact of having to retract

promises made about the reduction of class size.

Everything was set up in June, and in September we ended up with 39 more students
than we expected. It would have worked if they were all taking the same classes but
they were not. This did not go over well with the grade 9 teachers. It has not been a

good year in that sense at all.

The administration of the school was working hard to make good on their promise in the
next academic year.

Endorsement of the computer project by district senior administration and the provision
of resources from the board and the Ministry were two positive forces at Lakeside.
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However, several respondents recounted a variety of concerns and obstacles that interfered
with follow-up to the study. Chief among the concerns were perceptions of an apparent
lack of sensitivity of senior administrators to substantive (computers and instruction) issues,
that senior administrators were operating according to a hidden agenda, and that the
innovation was too heavily resource driven. Regarding the second point, some staff were of
the view that the administration was implementing its own plan and that the research study
and teacher participation in decision making under the auspices of the computer advisory
group were superficial overtures. Surprisingly, one research team member was unaware of
the existence of the computer advisory group and insisted that the establishment of such a

group would be counter to the administration’s modus operandi.

We could fix so many problems if we had a computer committee, it would be so
simple to do. We already have asked [the superintendent] to do this and I know it’s
not going to happen because of the power...the decisions are going to be made at the
superintendent level and then it’s going to be passed down to the computer

consultants, and then it’s going to be spread out to the technician level...it’s a mess!

While this respondent was apparently misinformed, the intensity of his concerns speak to
the underlying issue of the board’s sincerity in adopting a less autocratic policy
development process. Several respondents agreed that school-level activities all but ground
to a halt as financial (phase-specific) resources expired. Finally, two other concerns noted
were, first, that, given its limited impact, the study was really not needed in the first place,
and second, that limitations on research team members’ skills in conducting research may
have hampered the process.

Characteristics of the research At Rockland, the participatory process acted to enhance the
credibility of the report and to make the findings more relevant. Both factors were said to
have enhanced the usefulness of the study.

In terms of the accuracy of the responses, I think it is an essential feature. I don’t
think we would get the same kind of information if it had been conducted by board
personnel solely or even by people outside the board. (Non-participant vice-principal)
The involvement of the local staff with the OISE people is a great idea. It can help
the teacher see the whole picture, some areas you can’t see otherwise. ... Prejudice
from both sides would be minimized. People tend to look at where the report is

from. So local research will get less criticism. (Non-participant teacher)

Other factors having positive effects were the scope of the research project, in that it looked
at students’ and teachers’ views, and the credibility of the research team within the board. A
supervisory officer remarked that the team was selected with this criterion in mind. At
Lakeside, very similar sorts of influences were apparent although not as extensively
reported by interview respondents. A non-participant teacher reflected on the study’s
credibility:

The fact that I see names there that I recognize, and I know they have been involved
with the same kind of things I did...I would look at this [report] and know that they
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went through the same kind of problems and the same kind of assistance that I
had.... People just come in and take a look at what you are doing and then make
recommendations just out of one or two visits. But in our case, these people have
been involved in the actual program. I do think [this sort of research process] is
excellent.

It is interesting and important to note that no one challenged the credibility of either study.

Summary Both sites showed positive influences of participation, but at Lakeside these
positive effects were at least partially offset by negative ones. Dissenting views were
grounded in concerns about senior administration’s lack of follow-up and perhaps their lack
of commitment to participatory decision making. Some staff were not persuaded by the
administration’s overt intentions and public expressions of support. For them, lack of
follow-up was tantamount to implementing a hidden agenda. On the other hand,
administrative support at the Rockland Board was perceived to be sincere and
conscientious. Administrators faithfully addressed recommendations and used the data as
opportunities to provide staff with positive reinforcement and feedback. Limited resources,
competing priorities, and other organizational tensions were found to be deleterious in both
cases, but the credibility and relevance to the local context of the research was enhanced by
the participatory process in both situations. Claims about compromising the technical
integrity of the research by involving local practitioners did not surface.

Conclusions and Implications

That organizations are complex, dynamic entities, and subject to an enormous array of
influences is well understood. Given this understanding, it must be assumed that local
applied research will be necessarily limited in its impact (Weiss and Bucuvalas, 1980).
Participatory evaluation may be one way to enhance the impact of such projects through
promoting dialogue and discussion and the development of ‘dense interpersonal network’,
which act to enhance organizational learning (Louis and Simsek, 1991).

The present study provides support for an organizational learning interpretation of the
use of applied research at the school and school district levels. The involvement and
engagement of practitioners with the research, their deliberations about the meaning of
findings, and their active role in diffusing information were all shown to influence favorably
the utility of systematic needs assessment, primarily through amplifying the credibility and
sharpening the relevance of the research. Findings were used to help inform decisions about
innovations and staff development activities, they led to enhanced awareness about planned
change and, in some instances, affected positively staff commitment to innovation. The
participatory evaluation process was generally a useful professional development experience
that, for some, coincided with leadership development opportunities. It also led to
continued research activities in one site, But these effects were tempered quite significantly
by organizational circumstances and contextual influences. Active, sincere support from
central district administration, particularly during the follow-up phase, was found to be a
powerful predictor of impact. The absence of such support was shown to lead to suspicion
and even contempt, especially among participants in the evaluation process. For teachers
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who held such views, participation was thought to be a waste of time and energy and a
distraction from their primary role and responsibility.

Critics of the participatory model suggest that the practitioner’s role in the research
process is best restricted to defining the problem for research and interpreting emergent
findings, since involvement in research is in many ways incompatible with organizational
norms and expectations. Weiss (1991), for example, suggests that involvement of

practitioners in technical research activities,

...expects too much both of teachers and researchers. They have different skills,
different norms, different time orientations, different reward systems, different ways
of dealing with the world. The effort is too costly in time and in its demands for

interaction. It also slows the reform to a snail’s pace, (p. 13)

Although data from the present study only begins to add to our knowledge about
participation, it brings this view into question. Given the proper administrative support,
members of the community of practice can become active, eager and effective participants
in the process and their participation can lead to significant local payoff. It can, in fact,
stimulate the change process rather than slowing it. Moreover, the professional
development component of the process can lead to heightened valuing of research and
continuation of research activities under conditions of reduced dependency on technical
expertise. Sustained activity of this sort holds much promise for promoting organizational
learning. But clearly, participation in evaluation in and of itself provides no guarantees. We
need to know much more about the organizational conditions that support the participatory

model and to develop strategies to ensure that it fits the organizational context.

Note

1 Some of the summaries were independently coded by two researchers and subsequently
compared for agreement. The proportion of inter-coder agreement regarding Rockland data
was .57 for chunking, .66 for first-order codes (higher order components of the
framework), .70 for second-order codes (variables within components), and .46 for causal
patterns. While these coefficients are not high, they were thought to be sufficient, given the

complexity of the coding scheme and the use of the stringent criterion of exact agreement.

References

Louis, K.S. and SIMSEK, H. (1991) ‘Paradigm shifts and organizational learning: Some theoretical
lessons for restructuring schools’. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the University
Council for Educational Administration, Baltimore, October.

MILES, M. and HUBERMAN, M. (1984) Qualitative Data Analysis: A Sourcebook of Methods, Beverly
Hills, Sage.

WEISS, C.H. (1991) ‘Reflections on 19th-century experience with knowledge diffusion’,
Knowledge: Creation, Diffusion, Utilization, 13, 1, pp. 5-16.

WEISS, C.H. and BUCUVALAS, M.]. (1980) Social Science Research and Decision Making, New York,

Columbia University Press.



74



Chapter 5
Participation in Evaluation of Funded
School Improvement: Effects and
Supporting Conditions
Linda E.Lee and ] Bradley Cousins

Background

In the spring of 1991, the Walter and Duncan Gordon Charitable Foundation (hereafter
called the foundation) launched an initiative designed to support the development and
implementation of innovative, school-based projects. After a lengthy research and
consultation process, the foundation determined that the most effective way to encourage
positive change in secondary education was to support innovation at the school level. The
province of Manitoba was targeted as the site for the initial phases of the foundation’s
program.

In order to apply for funding, school staff members were encouraged to work
collaboratively to develop a project or program which would address the needs of identified
‘at-risk” student populations. Their proposals were to focus on changes which would affect
fundamental aspects of the teaching and learning process. The foundation was interested in
supporting changes in classroom methodology and school structure, rather than in
establishing computer labs or purchasing other material supports for schools.

Schools received both ‘in-person’ and financial assistance for the preparation of their
proposals. The foundation’s Manitoba program coordinator and a designated evaluation
consultant (first author) were available to schools. Schools could also receive funding (up to
$800.00) to buy teacher release time so that classroom teachers would have the opportunity
to be involved in the process of proposal development. It was anticipated that schools would
propose projects of three to five years in length, allowing sufficient time for them to embed
changes in to their organization and culture. By the autumn of 1992, a total of eight schools
had received grant money from the foundation and were at various stages of project

implementation.

Authors’ Note: This research was supported in part by the Walter and Duncan Gordon
Charitable Foundation and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada
(Grant # 410-92-0983). The views expressed are those of the authors and do not
necessarily reflect the opinions of the funding agencies.



76 PARTICIPATION IN EVALUATION OF FUNDED SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT

Evaluation Model

A critical component of a school’s proposal was an evaluation strategy. Evaluation was built
into the development and implementation of each project, the expectation being that those
involved in implementing the project would take ownership for its evaluation. Evaluation was
to provide useful information for the implementors in order that they could make sensible
decisions about the future of their project and, ultimately, about its effectiveness. The
evaluation process was to support organizational learning and bolster implementation.

Recognizing that many teachers have neither the technical expertise nor the experience
to conceptualize and undertake evaluation, the ‘evaluation consultant’ was contracted by
the foundation to provide the necessary technical support to schools. The role of the
consultant included assisting schools in the preparation of their funding proposal—focusing
on their objectives and evaluation plan—and supporting schools with evaluation activities
once they were successful in obtaining a grant. The evaluation model (which was defined by
the foundation’s expectations of the schools and of the evaluation consultant) was a
participatory one. Partnerships were forged between the school personnel who had program
responsibility and the evaluation consultant. The consultant acted as a technical resource
person; school team members were their own ‘evaluators’.

Through interaction with the evaluation consultant, members of school teams ‘learned
on the job’ the skills necessary to direct their own program evaluation process. While
certain technical supports were supplied or purchased by the school (e.g., data entry and
statistical analysis of questionnaire data) the school owned and directed the evaluation process

as part of its program implementation responsibilities.

Research Questions

The functioning and impact of participatory evaluation in the context of the foundation’s
Manitoba school-based program forms the basis for this research study. Three questions
provided the focus for research:

1 What effects does involvement in participatory evaluation have on schools that are
implementing externally funded, school-directed change? To what extent are these
effects intended?

2 What are the conditions under which participatory evaluation is feasible in these
schools? Are some schools more suitable candidates, and why?

3 What impact does involvement in participatory evaluation have on the evaluation
consultant (i.e., the technical resource person)?

Since it was too early in the school improvement process to assess the impact or utilization
of evaluation data by the schools, the present study focused on the effects of the
participation process. This paper will identify the conditions or factors that support the
implementation of participatory evaluation within the context of funded school
improvement projects. Programs such as that sponsored by the foundation represent a
distinctly ‘bottom-up’ approach to the problem of planned educational change. The

implications for participation in evaluation and the conditions that support such
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participation remain largely unexamined. Finally, there is little empirical evidence
available that addresses the impact of participatory evaluation on the evaluator herself or
himself. For many evaluators, this extension of the stakeholder based model is
fundamentally different, particularly with regard to the interactive role required in order to

meet the demand for research skills development.

Method

The researchers (the authors) had eight potential school sites to consider for inclusion. Four
of these sites were chosen because they represented different stages of project
implementation. While some had been established for well over one year, others were in their
first year of program implementation and evaluation data collection. The researchers also
wished to ensure that not all sites were in the same school district.

Members of the project team at each selected site were interviewed, using a
semistructured interview protocol. The interview guide focused primarily on the first two
research questions (above) although respondents were also asked about the evaluator’s role.
A total of twelve interviews of key informants were conducted in November 1992, at the
four school sites, six by each of the authors. Following the interviews the researchers
independently summarized the responses. These summaries provided the basis of the main
findings for the present chapter.

Interview data were supplemented by information contained in the evaluation
consultant’s log. The consultant’s log included the amount of time spent at each funded
site, the type of support provided, as well as participant observations concerning the

evaluation process and any emerging project implementation issues.
luation p d any emerging project implementat

Description of the Sites

The four sites are described in order according to the length of time their projects have been
operational. Fictitious names are used.

Monarch Secondary School

Monarch is a large secondary school (by Manitoba standards) with a total student population
of approximately 1,200 (grades 7-12). It is situated in a large urban school district that
includes many students who are considered at-risk because of conditions such as poverty
and transience.

Funded in the first cycle, with project implementation beginning in the fall of 1991,
Monarch had a complex project designed to make significant changes in the education of
students in the junior high school grades. The project had three distinct strands, which,
while having common goals for at-risk students, tended to function as separate initiatives.

A steering committee that was comprised of teachers (and, from time to time, a school
administrator) oversaw the project; a task included the coordination of evaluation activities.
The teacher designated as project coordinator, who also acted as ‘contact’ person for
foundation communications, chaired the steering committee.
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In the first year of operation, the steering committee undertook a variety of data-
gathering activities. While some were conducted to document ‘baselines’ related to
the common goals of the project, representatives of each project strand also undertook their
own evaluative activities, including, in one instance, classroom action research.

Prairie View School

Prairie View School, located in the same district as Monarch, serves a younger population.
While the project focused on junior high school (‘middle years’) students, the school
operates from nursery to grade 8. There were approximately 550 students, of whom 150
are in the 7th and 8th grades.

The school submitted a proposal in the first cycle; while the proposal’s promise was
recognized, it was returned to the school for further development. The resubmission in the
second cycle was successful and the school was granted funding to begin its project in
January 1992. Prairie View’s project concerned both curriculum adaptation and changes in
school organization. The proposal for the project was developed collaboratively by a large
group of teachers. Its implementation impacted on the entire middle years section of the
school and had ramifications for the younger grades as well.

While the vice-principal acted as the original contact person, the project had an active
steering committee of teachers, one of whom was subsequently designated as the contact
person and acted as project coordinator. A subcommittee of the steering committee was
struck to coordinate the evaluation activities. The teacher who accepted the leadership role

for evaluation activities was the same person who assumed the project coordinator position.

Gabriel Dumont Junior High School

Gabriel Dumont has over 900 students and is in close proximity to its senior high school
partner. It is located in a school district which includes both new and established suburbs.
The school serves a newer housing development which includes a large number of recent
immigrants to Canada. The school district has a reputation for valuing educational research
and teacher participation in the research process. Concurrently, it was embarking on a high
school restructuring study.

Gabriel Dumont received project funding in the third cycle and officially began
implementation in the fall of 1992. However, this site had received a development grant as
a result of its conceptually compelling submission in the second cycle. The core goal or
purpose of the project is ‘to make big small’, creating a school environment that better suits
the needs of all students. Because of the ambitious nature of the school’s ‘school change’
project, it was felt that further details on the implementation and evaluation plan were
needed before full funding could be approved.

The project was envisioned as a school improvement project, under whose ‘umbrella’
various working groups would concentrate on separate, but connected, initiatives. A
management team (including administrators and representatives from all the working groups)
oversaw the project. A project manager (who was the original force in the development of
the initiative) was responsible for many administrative aspects of the project. He had a small
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amount of scheduled release time, most of which was provided through the school district’s
‘study leave’ program.

A designated subcommittee of the management team was responsible for the projectwide
evaluation activities. Like Monarch Secondary School, the various working groups

incorporated specific evaluation activities into their implementation plans.

Cuthbert Grant Collegiate

Situated in the same district as Gabriel Dumont, Cuthbert Grant Collegiate is a senior high
school of approximately 800 students (grades 9-12). The school program includes a French
immersion stream, as well as the regular English program. It draws students from a better
established area of the school district than does Dumont. Cuthbert Grant is directly
involved in the district’s high school ‘restructuring’ initiative.

The school applied for funding in the first cycle, but, because of internal factors, chose to
wait until the third cycle to resubmit its application. The school was funded for project
start-up in the fall of 1992. Their project focused on changes in the high school that will
benefit students not only who are at ‘high’ risk, but also those who ‘drift’” through high
school. Curriculum adaptation and the implementation of new instructional approaches

represent the major thrusts.

Summary of Findings

Monarch Secondary School

The evaluation consultant worked extensively with this site during its first year of project
operation, providing assistance with instrument design, technical data support, assistance
with interpretation of results, and consultation on how to present data to other teachers on
the staff. Approximately forty hours was spent on consultation and activities related directly
to evaluation at this site.

The evaluation consultant’s log also shows that, in addition to evaluation-related
activities, eleven hours were spent on general consultative and support activities (e.g.,
helping the steering committee solve problems and develop strategies to surmount
implementation barriers). It should be noted that the school’s proposal that was funded in
the first cycle was constructed in a short period of time; some meetings were held during
the summer break in order to meet the August 30th application deadline.

While working through the evaluation process with this team, it was necessary to deal
with other issues, such as the time and workload pressures felt by team members.
Consequently, meetings and consultation time spent on ‘evaluation activities’ often
included some discussion of other issues. A recurring theme in discussion at steering
committee meetings was how to link the strands of the project and, at the same time,
involve other staff.

The interviews commenced with a question on the purpose of evaluation. In response,
the project coordinator at Monarch stated that evaluation should ‘bring a purpose to our own
population’, thus providing clear information as to ‘what the truth is here’. The same
sentiment was articulated by the principal when he described evaluation as ‘taking the pulse
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of existing and current situations.” Both had concerns that, without a systematic evaluation
process, teachers ‘fall back on instincts’” that may not prove to give an accurate assessment of
their situation: ‘If you don’t get concrete data, you are just using your intuition.’

The two other teachers viewed evaluation in a more personal sense, relating it to the

achievement of their own program goals and objectives.

It makes me look at the goals and objectives with respect to my program and makes
me take a serious look to make sure I do reach them and how I reach them, the

process of how I got there, and what I will do in the future.

The project team requested that the evaluation consultant be part of their presentation to staff.
Background on the project, as well as data kﬁom both stqﬁr and student surveys, were included.
Following the mini in-service, one member of the project team reported, ‘we really had positive
feedback from staff. For the first time other people really seemed to understand what we were trying to
do.”

Evaluation, as a means of assessing achievement, was confirmed by the other teacher, who
noted that over the next few years ‘we will look and see if there are differences in the kids
who went through this program and the kids who didn’t’.

Because this site was one in which a project had been functioning for one year, team
members had the most experience in collecting both ‘baseline’ data and some initial
responses from students regarding some of the new initiatives. Therefore, the interviews
provided an opportunity to obtain reactions on the utilization of evaluation information.
There was general agreement among those interviewed that they had used the evaluation
information as intended, either to illuminate the school situation or to reflect on their own
programs. While the teachers were particularly focused on their own project strands, there
was recognition that sharing the evaluation information with other staff helps to build
commitment to the project. They had shared some results in bulletins distributed to other
staff and had scheduled a presentation to all staff in an upcoming ‘mini in-service’ session.

The time and energy demands of the porject (including the evaluation component) were
noted by all those interviewed. While they believed that the assistance of the evaluation
consultant had helped with these pressures, the lack of time remained a factor. The
administrator mentioned the problem of the teachers ‘spreading themselves too thin’, with
the ‘possibility of exhaustion’ not too far away. As one teacher reported, ‘We didn’t really
have time from our timetables to implement this as much as I would have liked. I still teach
full time....” The other two expressed the same sentiment through comments which
indicated that, without the assistance of the outside consultant, the pressures of time would
likely have meant that the evaluation piece would have been neglected, “We would never
have gotten to all that stuff [data collection]...it would just be so time consuming.... 'm
busy with the day-to-day stuff.” The project coordinator echoed this, ‘Evaluation wouldn't
have happened; it just wouldn't have happened. I know it wouldn't. We don’t feel we have
the expertise and we don't have the time.’
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Prairie View School

The evaluation consultant worked with the school team in developing its evaluation plan.
The bulk of this planning or development was done at the time the proposal was being
redrafted. Consequently, minimal time had to be spent clarifying the intended evaluation
after the school received its grant.

The evaluation consultant also assisted the school’s evaluation subcommittee with
instrument design (the student questionnaire), technical data support, and, to a minor
extent, with interpretation of resulting data. The school’s evaluation subcommittee has
undertaken the dissemination and discussion of evaluative information collected to date.
The school has also set up, on its own, a system for tracking indicators, such as
student attendance. A staff survey was planned but had not, at the time of the interviews,
been constructed.

When interviewed, the person who had taken on coordinating responsibilities at Prairie
View School emphasized the importance of evaluation in helping the school focus on the
long term. He noted, at the individual level, that it helps you to know ‘what is working’, as
well as ‘what needs to be changed’. He viewed the formalized collection of data from staff
and students as important, in that

...when I ask you a question directly you may give me one response, but on an
evaluation form you give a different type of response. Maybe you get to issues you

would not normally.

The administrator at the school focused on the importance of reflecting on project objectives
‘to see what we have achieved...the degree to which objectives are achieved or they are
not’. The idea of evaluation helping staff to ascertain whether they are ‘on track’ was also

expressed by the two other teachers who were interviewed.

The evaluation is an acknowledgment of what’s working and what’s not. Although
the paperwork that goes with it is not highly prized, it is important to document the

large changes.

The administrator also emphasized the importance of keeping everyone ‘on board’ through
sharing the information collected, because ‘enthusiasm is contagious’. Consequently,
information from the student survey was shared with all staff (including those in the early
years section of the school). This was very deliberately, as one of the teachers mentioned, ‘a
caution’: we ‘don’t want something which is elitist’ or the feeling that ‘people think we are
in a different camp’.

While there was some discrepancy as to whether results had been disseminated to
parents or whether this was about to happen, the intention to use evaluation information to
raise project awareness in the community was present. The school had been visited by
numerous people from other districts, but interest within the school’s own district was not
evident at the time.

Again, the issue of time was raised during the interviews. The teacher who was most

directly involved in the actual evaluation activities spoke of this when he reflected on the
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technical assistance provided by the evaluation consultant in questionnaire design which ‘was
great because we did not have the time. If there was absolutely no funding for [evaluation]
and we had to do it ourselves, then it would be a problem. It would be very time
consuming’. The administrator also commented on the value of support in instrument
design. But, the support of the evaluation consultant was seen to flow into the more general
area of support as well. In a couple of instances there was a lack of clarity or distinction

between the Manitoba program coordinator’s and the evaluation consultant’s activities.

The next contact with the school occurred within one month of the interview. The visit from the
evaluation consultant as part of the present research study appeared to motivate the school to follow-

up on some evaluation issues which had been put aside when other implementation activities had

taken priority.

Gabriel Dumont Junior High School

The evaluation consultant worked with the management team, the evaluation
subcommittee, and the various working groups to develop evaluation plans. At the time of
the present study, instrument development was just beginning. Not unlike Monarch
Secondary School, Gabriel Dumont used the evaluation consultant as a ‘sounding board’ on
implementation and evaluation issues. Much of this occurred during the redevelopment of
their application for funding.

The two people interviewed at Dumont were both involved in the project from its initial
conceptualization. The project coordinator saw the purpose of the evaluation as helping
staff ‘learn about change’ and reflect on their program as it progressed: ‘Anyone who is
inquisitive would have a variety of reasons for [wanting to do] that’. The other person
viewed the purpose of evaluation to ‘show that you are doing what you set out to do...
which things worked. And, to have a basis to help you improve’. As with the other sites,
anticipated dependence on the evaluator was substantial:

I have a fairly large concern that it is going to be difficult to find the time to do it. I
think that [the evaluation consultant’s] involvement is going to be fairly major.

(Project coordinator)

The coordinator elaborated on the evaluation consultant’s role and commented on the
importance of developing the ongoing contact.

What I like...apart from the fact that we need an external resource to [assist with
data analysis]. . .is that she is quite familiar with those of us involved in the project and
she has been to the school a number of times, so that she will be able to, in
conjunction with us, categorize and analyze with a picture of what is really happening
here...[I would be uncomfortable if it was someone] who did not have a direct sense

of what is going on in the school.
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Besides ‘both time and expertise’, the project manager also viewed the evaluation consultant
as providing ‘emotional’ support and ‘guidance’. The need to have technical and time-
saving assistance was confirmed by the other interviewee, who said, ‘I hope it’s not just me
and the project manager’ in response to a question about data collection responsibilities.
Dissemination of evaluation information to all staff at Dumont was considered critical.
The project coordinator expressed his desire to use dissemination as a way to stimulate staff

engagement in the project.

...not to preach to the converted but reinforcement is good.... There is a big staff
here. There are some people who are not involved and some people who are really

keeping their distance. It would be nice if this could sort of broaden the base.

The project manager concurred: ‘It would be ideal for all the teachers in the school to be
curious and interested...and I would like teachers to share that with their students’.

The time issue was emphasized strongly by both people at this site. The project manager
described his already extensive time commitment.

Much has been done in the area of evaluation since these interviews. Most important perhaps is the
project manager’s commitment to involve staff in the discussion of ‘what this all means’. Various
dissemination methods are being used to share information from baseline surveys with both staff and
students. Discussion as to how to facilitate information flow—regarding both implementation and

evaluation activities—often appears on the management team’s agenda.

This [project management role] could easily be a full-time job for me. I absolutely
refuse to let my job totally take over my family life. Literally, the only time I have to
do a lot of this stuff is Sunday nights and almost every Monday, with the exception of
a couple, I have come to work Monday morning with 1 to 2 hours’ sleep. And that

affects. ..you know.

The other teacher expressed concern about the project manager and others on the school’s
management team, because of the number of tasks in which they were directly involved.
While he saw ‘lots of important things starting to happen here’, he recognized the ‘danger
of people being overworked and then pulling out’.

Cuthbert Grant Collegiate

At the time of data collection, the evaluation consultant had been primarily in contact with
the project coordinator (a school counsellor) and the school principal. Discussions had
centered on the framework for their evaluation plan. The administrator saw the purposes of
the evaluation and the project as a whole as being synonymous. The process was viewed as
continuous improvement, with a strong emphasis on reflective practice, ‘Everything you do
changes the way you look at other things. I guess evaluation is a way of documenting [what
you are doing] along the way.” The commitment to evaluation appeared to be strong with

the project coordinator as well.
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Everything in schools should be evaluated somehow, sometime. Whether we have
the money or not we should be evaluating new programs. Maybe the money
motivates us to get started a little sooner and keeps us on a timetable, so we don’t

say, ‘Well, we’ll get around to evaluating it sooner or later.’

While the project coordinator tended to see himself and the administrator as ‘spearheading’
both the project and the evaluation, he hoped that ownership of evaluation activities would
be spread more widely among staff. If people are not widely involved ‘their enthusiasm will
fizzle...and the whole point of the foundation is to see some school-wide changes’.

The administrator had no doubts that the school’s project committee would be involved
in carrying out various aspects of the evaluation. Given previous experiences with research
activities, and their current involvement in the district’s restructuring process, the
administrator recognized that certain technical aspects could easily be contracted out. He
felt that the predominant aspect of the evaluation consultant’s role was not the ‘number

crunching’, but

The supervisory officer’s department has indeed taken an interest and has requested copies of some
of the evaluation information which has been collected. The anticipated links between the project
goals and the district’s wider restructuring initiative are being strengthened as the school district

attempts to garner learnings from this school’s experience.

...the guidance of her saying, ‘No, it can be simpler than that’ and her perspective is
very much one of ‘what documentation and data can be assembled and flow naturally

out of what you are doing actually?’

Looking to the future, the administrator saw the writing of results and reports as a positive
process, one that would really establish the credibility of the research.

I think the value of doing the research is struggling with the data and trying to figure
out what it does mean. I see that as a positive force.... There is a tendency to
disregard research done in other situations. [We think] ‘that may be true somewhere

else, but it is not true here’.

The project coordinator was more concerned about the technical aspects, although he too
felt the main use of the consultant to date had been in ‘bouncing ideas ...[evaluation] is not
an arca where I have any background...and we don’t have the time and the energy’.

The sharing of evaluation information with all staff was again viewed as important in
order to avoid having the project team perceived as ‘elitist’. Also, the project coordinator
felt the evaluation information could be used for ‘good sales in the community’. He
commented that the supervisory officer’s department would be ‘very interested” in the
evaluation results.
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Discussion

Involvement in a participatory evaluation linked to an externally funded, ‘bottom-up’,
school change project affects the attitudes and actions of teacher participants. Those
interviewed in project schools generally had a clear idea of why evaluation was important
and how they could use it to their advantage. They were positive about its benefits, both for
themselves and for its potential to impact on others. Evaluation was viewed as a tool which
could foster enthusiasm and encourage wider staff participation in school improvement
activities. A commitment to evaluation as part of the process of innovation was evidenced in
the attitudes of those interviewed. Reported actions—particularly in the more established
sites—indicate that once data are collected they are indeed shared with other staff. There is
an excitement in discovering ‘what the truth is here’. While it is too soon to assess long-
term effectiveness or utilization, those interviewed felt very strongly about the importance
of disseminating and sharing information, as well as continuing to use information in the
process of self-reflection and program improvement.

The potentially negative effect of being the owner of your evaluation is that, despite the
assistance provided by the evaluation consultant and all the best intentions of not making
evaluation another ‘add-on’, it does take time. Teachers implementing change within their
school already find they are overworked. They participate in a variety of committees,
encourage increased teacher involvement, interact with their administration on project
implementation issues, and, in addition, they retain the bulk of their teaching responsibilities.
(None of the evaluation plans had any significant amount of release time built in for the
project coordinator to coordinate the evaluation activities on site.) Time is the commodity
in short supply. Evaluation quickly becomes one more drain on this scarce resource.

All sites, however, shared a condition which appears to promote success in the
participatory model. Key team members at all sites are people who want to see change and
are willing to work to make it happen. The fact that they were successful in a demanding
grant application process (three of the sites received funding only after resubmitting) speaks
to this commitment and enthusiasm. They are people who see a value in evaluation as a part
of the change process. They want an ‘objective’ view of their current reality and want to be
able to have a perspective on how this reality has changed over time.

While the sites, by their nature, all share this feature, other conditions differ. The
schools that were not funded on their first application had the opportunity to plan their
project implementation in more detail. In these cases, the schools had a clearer plan for
implementation. With the stress of project start-up diminished, evaluation can more easily
fall into place. The amount of evaluation consultant time needed at this stage also decreases.
The value placed on research by the district may also be a condition which fosters success in
a participatory model. At one site, time had been given by the district to help support the
project manager role, while at the other site in the same district, resources were already in
place to support research for a high school restructuring thrust compatible with the school’s
project goals. The two schools in the other district knew that their evaluation efforts would
be valued by their senior administration.

While doing a participatory evaluation impacts on the school team, it has demonstrable
effects on the role of the evaluation consultant as well. Participatory evaluation is time
consuming by nature. Working through the evaluation process and supporting the learning

inherent in the participatory model requires more time than pursuing or using a model
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where the technical evaluation person acts as ‘outside evaluator’. On a continuum from the
consultant as external judge, to the consultant functioning as a stakeholder, to the consultant
working in a participatory model, the amount of time spent by the consultant in the school
increases. The consultant in the participatory model is not simply a technical resource, nor
even an ‘evaluation coach’. The consultant’s role also includes acting as ‘sounding board’
and ‘counsellor’ when the process of implementation encounters its unavoidable
difficulties. While the foundation’s Manitoba program coordinator assumes a support role,
the consultant is the person likely to be on site because of the evaluation activities.

With evaluation built into the implementation of the project it is only natural—and
probably appropriate—that implementation problems dwell in the domain of evaluation.
However, some of this time can be reduced if schools begin implementation with a clear,
comprehensive, and mutually agreed-upon plan of action. Given the close working
relationship between school team and evaluation consultant, it sometimes becomes difficult
for the evaluation consultant to maintain a clear view of each project. Participatory
evaluation is seductive. Interestingly, in the interviews conducted for this research

As the number qf schools funded by the jbundation has grown to sixteen, maintaining a
‘multiplicity of contacts” with all funded sites has become more of a challenge for the evaluation
consultant. Those schools which arefurther along the implementation continuum, including those
discussed in this research, have had, by necessity, to assume more responsibi]it)/for their project’s
evaluation. While regular contact still occurs, greater demands on the consultant’s time may have

helped to force increased school level ownership.

the evaluation consultant—in the role of interviewer—found out some ‘new’ things from
project team members. Asking questions from a different perspective allowed the
evaluation consultant to uncover issues which, ironically, may hold significant implications
for project implementation and evaluation.

Teachers in Manitoba schools generally have little experience in developing evaluation
plans or conducting evaluation activities. Therefore, working with them as a technical
resource person can be frustrating as well as time consuming. In this case, the evaluation
consultant had previously supported school personnel, both when she was employed with
the provincial department of education and, subsequently, with a large school district. Her
expectations regarding the evaluation expertise of teachers were grounded in previous
experience. However, in the case of the foundation initiative, the strong motivation of the
project participants and their high level of commitment and ownership of their projects
made the process a rewarding one. Clearly, when school personnel are involved in the
evaluation of projects which are of their own making, resistance, apathy and ‘other
priorities’ are not in evidence.

Time spent by the evaluation consultant with school personnel was not just face-to-face
contact. Telephone ‘checks’ regarding both evaluation and implementation issues were
frequent (and, difficult to log in terms of total time spent with each school). This
‘multiplicity of contacts’ helped to build and maintain a close relationship between school
staff and the evaluation consultant. Surprises concerning the evaluation process or

misinterpretations of the consultant’s suggestions, were rare.
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Conclusions and Suggestions for Practice and Research

Despite the carly stage of project implementation at the four school sites, some conclusions
can be made regarding school and consultant involvement in a participatory evaluation.

The evaluation demands inherent in the foundation’s Manitoba school-based program
virtually force funded schools to accept a participatory evaluation model (although schools
certainly have the option to forgo evaluation assistance, but to date none have found that
option attractive). From the four school sites, which are the focus of this research, it can be
concluded that there are positive effects. School team members have developed (or
enhanced) their understanding of evaluation and their commitment to its inclusion in their
school change process. In the early stages, they are using the evaluation information for its
intended purposes. They are eager and willing to initiate baseline data collection and plan
for evaluation activities to come. It is likely that this eagerness is an extension of the
ownership and enthusiasm they hold for the larger school improvement project. However,
involvement in evaluation activities also has the effect of increasing the time and workload
pressures on the primary participants. Consideration needs to be given not only to keeping
evaluation activities within a realistic scope, but also to clarifying for which technical
activities project team members can relinquish responsibility. Well-defined role
expectations need to be articulated and continuously reinforced by the evaluation
consultant. Time for the project coordinator—and perhaps for other key team members as
well—is required if teachers are to avoid burn-out in a participatory evaluation model.

Pressures on both the schools and the evaluation consultant are reduced if schools begin
implementation with a clear and detailed plan. It can be concluded that where the
foundation’s feedback on an initial application forced further planning, the conditions for
participatory evaluation were improved. This requirement is one that external funding
agencies can ensure is in place when funding new projects. Schools may also prove more
suitable candidates for participatory evaluation if their district is known to value research
and practice self-reflection. While this may not be a necessary condition, it is surely a
helpful one.

If the evaluation consultant can force a means of stepping outside the process, this may be
helpful at strategic points. As part of participatory evaluation, the technical person can be
drawn into the team’s perspective. While this may be advantageous in gaining the team’s
trust and commitment to evaluation, the consultant and the team then also assume that the
consultant knows all the important details. This may not be so. Also, if the evaluation
consultant is to encourage formative evaluation, modelling this process may indeed prove a
useful teaching method.

Several implications for continued research emerge from the present data. First,
replicating the present study as the projects mature will add to the learning to be gleaned.
The impact of the evaluation may be assessed more deeply at a later stage, and by the
inclusion of other staff and stakeholder groups in the sample. Has the evaluation information
had any impact other than on those immediately involved in the project? Did it contribute
to organizational learning? Did it foster site-level project decision making? Preliminary
evidence from the Manitoba evaluation projects suggests that impact is likely to be
significant, but further study is required.

Second, the present study adds to knowledge about the conditions supporting the

participatory evaluation model in schools; but many questions remain. As projects mature,
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are staff responsible for evaluation likely to be viewed as elitist by peers? What will be the
effect of negative data? Will dependency on the external consultant regarding evaluation
issues change and, if so, in which direction? From a different point of view, the conditions
inherent in the current situation are somewhat forced by the requirements of the funding
agency. Further research is needed about participation in circumstances where such
requirements are not in evidence. Of particular interest are projects which are also
decidedly bottom-up. On the one hand, the propensity for staff to systematically self-reflect
is likely to be greater; but on the other, the lack of external pressure may diminish the
perceived importance of the evaluation function in view of competing demands for staff
time, especially concerning the school improvement process.

Finally, the role of the evaluation consultant in the Manitoba case may have been
somewhat anomalous in the current circumstances, given her prior experience of working
within these school districts on evaluation problems. The data suggests that a relatively
comfortable arrangement can be worked out. But these data offer little insight for
evaluators who are new to the participatory model. What sorts of interpersonal
and pedagogical skills are required in order to be effective in the evaluator/consultant role?
What are the implications for technical quality of direct, versus consultative, participation?
Do the time frames of practitioners fit those of the evaluators and, if not, can they be
reconciled? Speculative answers to these questions based on the present data look promising,
but there is a significant need to accumulate relevant data through further systematic

inquiry.



Chapter 6
Involving Practitioners in Evaluation
Studies: How Viable is Collaborative
Evaluation in Schools?
Jean A.King

Introduction

The notion of involving practitioners in a school-based research* process is not new. At the
turn of the century, John Dewey gave teachers and students direct roles in ongoing inquiry,
and the progressive tradition, with newfound support from the teacher researcher
movement (Stenhouse, 1975), has continued to encourage that practice in schools. Action
research, named by social psychologist Kurt Lewin in the late 1940s, brought together
university-based researchers with community individuals to engage in collaborative problem
solving about some of the most difficult issues of the day. The related rise of educational
action research in the 1950s (Corey, 1953; Taba and Noel, 1957) pointed to the potential
of research collaboration to effect meaningful change in schools. However, a number of
factors—for example, the lack of time for such work in the traditional school day;
methodological challenges from the research community; and the development of a
federally-funded Research, Development, and Diffusion (RD&D) model following the
launch of Sputnik—Ied, until recently, to the decline of collaborative research in the United
States (King and Lonnquist, 1992)." The currently burgeoning literature on teacher
research (e.g., Kincheloe, 1991; CochranSmith and Lytle, 1993) and educational action
research (e.g., Holly and Whitchead, 1984) points to the re-emergence of this process as a
means of professional development, school improvement, and, some would claim (e.g.,
McTaggart, 1991), long-term social change.

In contrast, the field of program evaluation, developed in part to meet the evaluation
needs of the federally funded RD&D model, has traditionally assigned school-based
educational practitioners a different role. Stereotypically, they are first the data sources and
last the potential recipients of the products of evaluation. Whether or not anyone uses these
products—and what it might take to get someone to do so—has been a topic of discussion
in the evaluation use literature for well over a decade (see Alkin, Daillak and White, 1979;
King and Pechman, 1982; Patton, 1986).

* The conceptual distinction between the terms research and evaluation is important, and many would
label the processes that I am discussing here evaluation. However, throughout the paper, I use the
two terms interchangeably, in part because ‘action research’ appropriately includes the word
research, and in part because I am taking linguistic liberty for the sake of variety in my language.
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Fairly carly on in the field, the notion of responsive evaluation (Stake, 1975) suggested
the importance of responding to the information needs of people participating in evaluation
studies, an approach extended in the stakeholder model to include virtually all possible
participants (Worthen and Sanders, 1987). Patton’s utilization-focused approach (1986)
created an evaluation process that was based on the questions of those who would use the
results; an ongoing and interactive collaboration between evaluator and practitioner.

Participatory evaluation (Cousins and Earl, 1992) made this collaboration explicit. It is:

...applied social research that involves a partnership between trained evaluation
personnel and practice-based decision makers, organization members with program

responsibility, or people with a vital interest in the program, (pp. 399—400)

Over time, successful participatory evaluation secks to transform schools into learning
organizations, building their research capacity to go it alone without an outside evaluation
collaborator: “We see participatory evaluation as a powerful learning system designed to
foster local applied research and thereby enhance social discourse about relevant
organizational issues’ (Cousins and Earl, 1992, p. 401).

The purpose of this paper is to discuss the related concepts of participatory evaluation
and practitioner-centered action research (King and Lonnquist, 1992), first conceptually
and then through three briefcase descriptions: two of participatory evaluations and one of a
collaborative action research effort. Personal lessons learned from these approaches will be

presented, followed by a discussion of implications for further development of this work.

A Comparison of Collaborative Evaluation/Research

Approaches

Table 6.1 compares four evaluation/research approaches that involve practitioners. Two
approaches, the stakeholder model and participatory evaluation, are explicated in Cousins
and Earl (1992). The remaining two approaches, traditional- and practitioner-centered
action research, are presented in King and Lonnquist (1992). Definitions suggest that these
approaches share two defining characteristics: they actively involve practitioners in the
research process; and they study existing programs in situ. With the exception of
practitioner-centered action research, their differences are more of degree than kind:

* Practitioner involvement in the stakeholder approach, although important, may be
fairly minimal. In a stakeholder evaluation, evaluators purposefully involve people
who have a stake in the program—as administrators, policy makers, clients, service
deliverers, etc.—and work throughout the process to insure that, to the extent
possible, the needs and interests of multiple audiences receive attention.

* In traditional action research, a small number of practitioners are involved, providing
input to researchers (typically university based), making suggestions, facilitating data
collection, and so on. Practitioners play an active role, but outside researchers
insure the validity of a research process that is designed to generate social science

data while simultaneously addressing real problems.2
* The role of practitioners in participatory evaluation is also active. In fact, a small

number of people who will become the primary users of evaluation information
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engage in the very ‘nuts and bolts” of the process. In contrast to traditional action
research, participatory evaluation has long-term implications for the practitioners it
involves. Over time, the evaluator teaches site collaborators sufficient research skills
to develop learning within the organization. In that sense, the goal of a participatory
evaluator is eventually to put him or herself out of work when the research capacity
of the organization is self-sustaining.

* The important difference in practitioner-centered action research is that the researcher/
evaluator no longer is in charge of the evaluation process. Instead, site-based
practitioners themselves engage in a process through which they frame their own
questions, develop their own designs, collect and analyze data, reflect, and then
begin the collaborative cycle agadn.3 Outside facilitators can join in the process, but
only to provide expertise as ‘critical friends’ and peers, not as controlling superiors.
In practitioner-centered action research, it is more important to answer the right
question, however messy the methodology, than to answer the wrong question
extremely well. Issues of utility and feasibility sometimes demand trade-offs in

technical accuracy.

These four approaches each give program practitioners a role to play in an evaluative
process. I would argue that the concept of organizational learning upon which Cousins and
Earl (1992) base their theoretical justification for participatory evaluation at best is exactly
what can take place over time in practitioner-centered action research. But what exactly is
the role of evaluator in these collaborative approaches?

Like Moli¢re’s bourgeois gentilhomme, who proudly realized that he had been speaking
prose all his life, I was rather pleased recently to realize that I have engaged in participat