


National Lib tary 
.,nad 

Bibliothèque nationale 
du Canada 

Acquisitions and Acquisitions et 
Bibtiographic Services services bibliographiques 

395 Wellington Street 395, nie Wellington 
OttawaON K1AON4 OttawaON KIAON4 
Canada Canada 

The author has granted a non- L'auteur a accordé une licence non 
exclusive licence allowing the exclusive pemettant à la 
National Library of Canada to Bibliothèque nationale du Canada de 
reproduce, Ioan, distribute or sel1 reproduire, prêter, distribuer ou 
copies of this thesis in microfom, vendre des copies de cette thèse sous 
paper or electronic formats. la forme de microfiche/nlm, de 

reproduction sur papier ou sur format 
électronique. 

The author tetains ownership of the L'auteur conserve la propiété du 
copyright in this thesis. Neither the droit d'auteur qui protège cette thèse. 
thesis nor substantial extracts 6om it Ni la thèse ni des extraits substantiels 
may be printed or otherwise de celle-ci ne doivent être imprimés 
reproduced without the author's ou autrement reproduits sans son 
permission. autorisation. 



ABSTRACT 

This study evolved fiom the concems expressed by students and staff about the 

use of modules for the instruction of math to adults in an upgrading department of a 

cornmunity college in northem Alberta WhiIe many students were successful in the 

courses in the pst, other students voiced the opinion that they would prefer a traditional 

ciassroorn iecture to individuaiized learning using modules. rhe staff responsible tor 

insmicting the modularized math courses expressed concerns regarding the retention and 

success rates in these courses. Other instmctors in the department, and college 

administrators. had aiso expressed concerns about the retention and success rates of 

students in the courses and had asked questions about the instructional costs incurred by 

offering the courses through a modularized system of instruction. 

During this study, I worked collaboratively with the instnictors and instructional 

assistants who teach the modularized math courses in the upgrading department of the 

college. Together, we planned designed, and implemented a utilization-focused 

evaluation of the modularized math courses taught by the department. Information was 

gathered from individual interviews with each member of the instructional staff, student 

questionnaires, discussion questions completed by three student groups, and statistical 

data provided by the college registrar's office. The assessrnent of the value of the study is 

based on my own observations, and on feedback fiom the student participants and From 

the instructional staff. 

The evaluation results indicated that the students who participated in the 

evaluation study viewed the modularized process, the modules, and the amount of 

individualized instruction they received in their math courses quite favorably. Regardless 



of the reasons why the students responded as they did. the evaluation process itself !vas a 

valuable opportunity for both students and instnictors to offer their opinions about how 

well the program was meeting the needs of the students and how the program couid be 

improved. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Programs in adult basic education (ABE) and acadernic upgrading are two 

examples of adult educationai opportunities available at many Canadian community 

coikges. Deveiopmental progarns such as XBE dnd àcademic upgrading provide 

students with the opportunity to build basic skills and to acquire the skills needed for 

entrance into pst-secondary programs. ABE and academic upgrading prograrns Vary in 

expected outcomes and program design. The program design may or may not include 

program evaluation as a tool to encourage ongoing change and improvement. However, 

program planning and evaluation play a large role in the continued success of 

developmentai programs, ensuring that snidents' needs are met and, in many cases, 

deterrnining whether or not funding for the programs continues for another year. 

Students in ABE, academic upgrading, and other developmental and basic skills 

programs are very diverse. The characteristics of addt learners in general, and this group 

in particular, must be considered if these prognuns are to meet students' needs. Because 

many ABE, uppding, and developmental or basic skills programs are situated in 

community colleges, the planning, fiuiding, and evaluation of the pmgrams are part of a 

much larger process that involves the politics and culture of the inninition. 

In this thesis, 1 explore the process of planning, designing, and implernenting a 

utilkation-focused evaluation of  a moddarized math program for students in an 

academic upgrading program at a community college. 



At a comrnunity college in northem Alberta, classes for al1 ABE and academic 

upgrading math courses, with the exception of the gmde 12 college preparatory course, 

use self-instructional modules and individualized leaming. These classes are offered in a 

4û-seat classroom known as the math laboratory or math lab. 

As an instructor at the college, my regular instructional assignment is teafhing 

rnoduiarized math courses in the math Iab of the upgrading department. During each 

semester, the department offers multiple sections of ABE-level, college preparation level, 

and generaYbusiness math courses to approximately 150-200 -dents. Several classes are 

offered in the math lab during each hour time slot. Students may stay for extra help in 

additionai time slots, if space is available. Students work independentiy through the 

modules, both in the math lab and at home. During the 1999-2000 academic year, five 

instnictors and t k  instructional assistants, some full and some part-time, worked with 

students on a one-on-oae basis in the [ab. The group of btructors and assistants working 

in the math lab is nferred to as the math instructional group (GG) of the upgrading 

deparmient 

During my employment as a math instructor at the college, I observed that some 

snidents had difficulty leaniing math by reading a module and then completing practice 

exeniises on their owa. Often students were unable to complete a math course in a regular 

13-week semester using this approach. I aiso observeci that a number of students had 

difficulty each semester meeting the recommended time ünes for completing each 

module and writing exams on the recommended test dates. I listened to studenîs cornplain 

about how they disliked math when they attendeci public school, and how they disliked 



math to this day. Often, they told me that they could not understand math when they were 

in school, and that math still made no sense to them. Som students complained that they 

expected to be in a classroom where an instmctor taught them. They indicated that they 

preferred a regular classroom lecture to worhg  on their own. Some students expressed a 

desire to work with other -dents. In contmt, othefs said they enjoyed working 

indepndently becaw +As poiideed them widi the ùpportunity to cornpiete much of uieir 

course work outside the classroom. 1 observed that the hidents who enjoyed taking the 

modules home to work on them were ofien the same students who cornpleted a course 

ahead of schedule, or who completed more than one course each semester. 

The Pmblem 

Although snidents completed evaluations of iastnictors' performances annually, 

no formai evaluation of the moduiarized math program had been completed. Therefore. in 

Light of my observations and the students' informal feedback, 1 concluded that an 

evaluation of the modularized program, not just the instnictors' performance, was 

important for decisions about the propim. Initially, 1 was unsure how to suggest to the 

group of instnictors and instructional assistants working in the math laboratory that such 

an evaiuation be conducted. 1 was concemed that suggesting an evaluation of the 

moduiarized math program might impfy that the pmgram or modules were unsatisfactory. 

[ did not wmt to offend those professionals who had written the modules or who had 

taught the courses for many years. Nevertheless, 1 began wodung collaboratively with the 

instnictors and assistants who teach the modularized courses to focus an evaluation thaî 

wouid gather information usefid to the group members for the improvement of the math 



program; as they became involved with this process, the evaluation became more relevant 

and exciting to them. The evaluation we designed sought to answer four questions: 

(a) What are the leaming needs and styles of the students in ABE and academic 

upgrading math courses? (b) Does the cunent math program meet the needs of most of 

the snidents taking the courses? (c) Can students suggest changes to the program that 

mi& [rad to improved d e n t  success and retention rates*! (d) Do the course statistics 

reveal patterns of success or failure by grade level or by semester? 

Purnose of the Study 

During the fa11 of 1999 through the spring of 2000,I conducted a utilization- 

focused evaluation of the modularized math courses offered to ABE and other academic 

upgrading students. The evaluation was both formative and collaborative, extensively 

involving the math instructiooal group as the major stakeholders of the shidy rpsults. The 

purpose of this study was twofold: (a) to obtain information which would detennine if the 

math program for ABE and academic upgrading students, whicb utilized self- 

instructional modules, was meeting the ne& of the -dents, and (b) to report on the 

process of involving the math instructional group membea in the planning, development, 

and implementation of a utilization-focused, formative evaluation. This is a case study 

that may be of interest to math educatoa in other adult basic education programs who are 

sirnilady interested in the benefit of moduiarized versus classmm instruction. 

As a member of the math instructional group, 1 wanted to conduct an evaluation 

study in my m a  of instruction that involveci regular collaboration with the major 

stakeholders of the evaluation d t s .  I hoped that a collaborative study might ensure that 



the information and data gathered durùig the evaluation proces would be useful to the 

stafT members who taught in the math lab, and that the idionnation might help them 

determine the hture design and delivery of the modularized courses. I also hoped that the 

information gathered would address the assumptions, comments, and concems expressed 

by both stafYand students about the modularized math program and about the students 

takicg modulvized courçes. 

Because 1 believed mident input was an important component of the evaluation 

process, 1 wanted to leam about students' perceptions of the math courses, their likes and 

dislikes, suggestions for improvemen~ and strategies for success. 1 also intended to 

gather the perceptions of the instmctors and instructional assistants who taught the 

courses. The information gathered h m  the math instructional group included what the 

staff thought worked weil or did not work weil with the cumnt method of delivery and 

rnaterials, suggestions for change or irnprovement of the courses, and a description of the 

characteristics of successful and uiisuccessful students. 1 dso planned to record the 

history of the math laboratory as  background to the study and the evaiuation report, and 

to provide aich staffmember the opportunity to express their views confidentially. 

There were a nurnber of reasons why 1 chose to initiate a coiiaborative, 

utilkation-focuseci evaluation study. Conducting an evaluaîion at my place of 

empioyment, h m  the initial step of determining the main stakeholders to the fïnaf stage 

of reporting the resuits, provided me with the opportunity to increase my knowiedge of 

adult education theuries and pinciples in an area relevant to me. I aiso had the 

opportunity to leam the methods and steps involveci in conducting an evaluation, to 

improve my sküls working coiiaboratively with a p u p  in the college setting, and to 



practice hvolving shidents in evaiuating both the delivery rnethod, and the materials 

useci, in the courses in my instructional area After the completion of the study, 1 

continued to work collaboratively with the group to decide if. and how, the information 

gained h m  the evduation would be used. The evaluation snidy gave me the opportunity 

to pmtice incorporating several adult leamhg principles, including safety, relationships, 

team work, md h d a c y ,  in10 my work. The m d y  dso ?rovided me with the 

opportunity to improve my understanding of, and practice in, the teaching of ABE and 

high school level math courses to adult students. Finally, 1 anticipated that my expenence 

with an evaluation study would be of use to the upgrading department in the future, and 

that 1 would have the opportunity to use my knowledge to facilitate formative evaiuations 

of other courses offered by the department. 

S c o ~ e  and Limitations 

The study is in the area of academic upgrading and ABE and involves the 

evduation of the mduiarized math courses offered in a college-baxd ABUacademic 

upgrading program. The specific focus is on the planning and Unplementation of a 

CO llabo rative, formative, utilization- focused evduation. The study includes all but one of 

the courses o f f i  by the upgraciing department at a community college. Coilege 

preparaîion math at the grade 12 equivdency level is delivered by lecture, and is 

therefore not included as part of this study. 

The evduation process was completed with the collaboration of seven math 

labonitory staff members, and with the input of 35 adult students who were registered in a 

modularized math course in the A B W d e m i c  upgrading program. The data were both 



qualitative and quantitative. i collected them using various methods including three 

student focus groups, questionnaires completed by each of the participating midents prior 

to the group discussions, individual interviews with the seven staff memben working in 

the math lab, and statistical data provided by the college registrar's office. 

In the planning stages, the math instructional group met with me each mont .  to 

make suggestions ad iecommznddons. critique Lhe draA of questions i tiad prepared, 

and make arrangements with students to trial test the questions and participate in the 

student focus groups. The full cooperation and collaboration of the math instructional 

group were essential for the planning, design, and implementation of the evaluation 

mdy . 

The three focus groups were limited to a maximum of 15 students in order to 

facilitate discussion and accommodate meeting room size. The students participating in 

the focus groups were volunteers, and participation was limited primarily to those 

students whose schedules allowed them to attend a I !4 hou session over the Iunch hour. 

The focus groups were scheduled on days that allowed the large9 number of nidents to 

participate. 

Two of the focus groups were composed of students continuing at the college in 

January 2000, who had successfully completed a fa11 semester math course no later thau 

December 1999. The participants in the two continuhg mident focus groups were 

divided by math level, as much as possible. The first group of continuing students was 

composed ptirndly of students taking grades 11 and 12 high school equivalency level 

courses, whereas the second gmup was composed of students taking ABE and grade 10 

high school equivalency-level courses. 



The third focus group was composed of students who began taking a rnodularized 

math course in January 2000. The majority of the new students in this group were 

anticipateci to be working at the ABE level. However, a mix of midents, ranging in 

course level from ABE to grade 12 general equivalency, began college in lanuary. This 

group met on two occasions, 2 months apart, in order to provide follow-up data. 

Of ihe 3 5 swdents wno participard in the groups, 2 I d e n t s  were femaie and 14 

were male. The students ranged in age from late teens to late 30s. The skill level of the 

students who participateci in the focus goups ranged h m  a grade 6 ABE level to a grade 

12-college preparatory level. 

The selection of participants in the focus groups was based on their lunch-hour 

availability, which limited the quantity of data collected. Conducting the evaluation at the 

start of the winter semester elimuiated the participation of some of the students who had 

been unsuccessful in a fdl semester math course and who consequently did not r e m  to 

the college to take a course in the winter semester. This may have also affectai the 

quality of the data gathered. Unsuccessful snidents do not complete courses for a variety 

of reasons, one of which codd be dissatisfaction with the mode of delivery of the math 

courses. As well, the s d l  quantity of new students available to participate in the new 

snident foiiow-up focus group limited the discussions and suggestions forthcoming h m  

that group. 



Because the evaluation study was part of my Master of Adult Education Program, 

additional monetary resources were not available h m  the college to cover evaluation 

expenses. However, as a college instnictor on educational leave for the year, 1 had tiee 

access to the college library, &ta h m  the registrar's office, college classrooms, 

photocopyuig, and administrative assistance for miscellaneous tasks such as boo king 

rooms and locating supplies for the group sessions. A local restaurant donated food and 

drinks for the lunchthe student fwus  gmups. 

I made several assumptions during the development of this study. First, 1 assurned 

that insmictoa and instructional assistants want to do the best job they cm to help 

students succeed in meeting their goals. Second, I asmmed that instnictors and assistants 

want to meive information about the courses that they teach, provided that the 

information is usehil to hem and may help them make course improvements. Thid, 1 

assumed that the math instructional group would want some level of involvement in the 

design and implementation of an evaluation of the courses they were instnicting. Fourth, 

I assumed that students would be able to provide wful information about theù learning 

preferences, their kes and dislikes, and how the courses couid be improved. 



Definitions of Terms 

Several ternis that 1 use in my study Vary in rneaning at other institutions, and are 

therefore clarifieci in this section. 

Adult basic education (ABE) refers to basic skills courses in reading, writing, and 

math that are above a basic literacy level and up to a grade 9 level. 

Academic uonradina refers to those courses or programs offered at appmximately 

grade 10 to 12 equivdency levels to adults wishing to M e r  their skills and prepare for 

M e r  education or trahhg. Academic upgrading courses or programs are also refened 

to as college preparatory or hi& schooi equivdency courses or programs. 

Formative evaluations are conducted to gather information that will be used to 

improve or enhance programs. They are oflen conducted when the program is in 

progress, as opposed to at the end of the program. 

Moddarized math refers to the offering of a math course through the use of 

modules, or ieaniing packages, which "pmvide a forma1 outline of the skills that.. .have 

to be demonstrateci" (MacLeod, 1996, p. 206). The modularized math curriculum is 

"driven by objectives.. . . Individual leamers are expected to work alone in acquinng the 

skills and knowledge necessary to p a s  the examination" (MacKenicher, 1994, p. 278). 

Individualized leaminq refers to the leaming process in which an instnictor or 

instructional assistant provides students with leamhg materials that are divîded into 

cornpetencies. The competencia must be learned in order to demoostrate competence by 

passing an examination Once competence is derno~l~trated, studenîs move on to the next 

level or topic. The student works on his or her own, studying descriptive material and 

examples, and then completing and sekomctiug practice exercises- Individual 



instruction and assistance is provided in the classrnom when a student requests it, or 

when the instmctors or instructional assistants observe that a snident is experiencing 

difficulty. Students in individualized instruction may complete the material faster or 

slower than the suggested timelines. 

Utilization-focusxi evaluation is an approach to program assessrnent that focuses 

on how the results of -?e evd~ution will be -sed througtrout cach step of ~e evaluarion 

process. in utilization-focused evaluation, the primary intendeci users of the evduation 

mults are identified at the beginning of the evaluation process and they are encouraged 

to be actively hvolved in the decision-making about the evaluation throughout the 

process (Patton, 1997). 

Plan of Presentation 

In the next chapter, 1 review the literature on adult learning, planning and 

evduation, developrnental program such as ABE and academic upgrading in community 

colleges in Canada, and math instruction to students in developmental programs. These 

topics pmvide a theoretical background to the snidy. 

In the third chapter, 1 present a description of the study. Firsf I descnbe the 

prelirninarily planning activities. Second, 1 describe how the evduation was conducted 

and data were gathered. 1 demibe the staff interviews and each of the th- student focus 

groups, and summarize the gatfiered data I then summarize the data provided by the 

college registm's office and some of the conclusions dram h m  that data Finally, 1 

describe the process of orgaaiPng the gathered i n f o d o n ,  wciting the evaluation report, 

and sharing the evaluation idormatbn with the instnrctiod d' 



In the last chapter 1 discuss the evaiuation process, the usefulness of utilization- 

focused evduation, and rny assessrnent of the value and impact of the evaiuation on my 

leaming and on the college. 1 also offer conclusions and recommendations for other adult 

educators. 



CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, 1 review some of the applicable literature on adult leaming, 

focusing on program planning and evaluation, and developmental programs at 

community colleges, in order to establish the theoretical framework for the snidy. 1 divide 

the chapter into four major sections. ' the fi-% section, I explore some of the l i tentui  

on adult learning. In the second section. I discuss some of the literature on program 

planning, with an emphasis on evaluation as one of the steps in the program planning 

process. h the third section. I discuss utilization-focused evaluation as a method of 

assessrnent that focuses on the use of the evaluation resdts. in the finai section, 1 review 

the role of remediai and developmental education programs such as ABE and academic 

upgrading in comrnunity co!leges, strategies for improving retention and Iearner success 

in these programs, and some of the ment research on mathematics education for adult 

students in developmental programs. 

Idem From Adult Lesming 

Some ideas h m  adult learning that are important within the h e w o r k  of this 

study are self-directed leaming and the d e  of the adult educator in the adult leamhg 

process. 

Self-Direeted Learning 

The concept of the seifdirected leamer was advanced through a study conducted 

by Houle (1988) in which he inte~ewed adult leamers and classineci them into groups 

according to the reasons why they participated in learning. He fouad thaî aduits 



participated in learning activities for one of three reasons: they were goal-onented and 

had a specific end goal to achieve; they were activity-orientecl and participated in 

leaming activities for social reasons; or they were leaming-oriented and perceived 

learning as an end in itself. 

The concept of the sefidirecteci leamer influenceci many addt educators, 

including Knowles (1980). Knowles incorporated the idea that adult educztiun k the 

"process of facilitating selfsirected learningn (p. 49) into his ideas on andragogy. 

Because Knowies published his works on mdragogy, or the "art and science of helping 

adults leam" (p. 43), adult educators have tricd to define self-direction. The literature 

demoustraîes how their definitions conflict. Some adult educators dehe  seKdhcted 

learning as a process that can be taught Other adult educators d e k e  self-direction as a 

q d t y  or skill possessed by some iadividuals. 

Chovanec (1998) argues that adult educators tend to define self direction as either 

a pmess of learning, a desirable personality trait, or both, and that many addt educators 

"have simdtmeously held the conflicting beliefs that adults are mturally seff-directhg 

and that self-direction is a goal of duit education" (p. 3 10). Although process definitions 

focus on the individual leamer, institutionai d t i e s  force the process to be more focuseci 

on "institutional requirements such as cumiculum, grading, methods and tacher skills 

rather than on the leamers themselves" (Chovanec, p. 302). 

Hie- (1994) believes that individual lemers can be empowered to take 

respnsibility for their leaming and that, in each leaming situation, everyone has the 

capgbiiity of seif-direction to some degree. He suggests that many resources and 

activities caa be invclved in seIfairected study, that teachers can bave effective d e s  in 



the self-directed leaming pocess, and that selfairection does not mean that leamlig 

takes place in isolation h m  others. Hiemstra's findings support the curent practice in 

some adult education pmgrams of encouraging adults to leam independently through the 

use of modules, cornputer managed l e d g ,  and other types of independent instruction. 

The many rnethods of independent instruction, including modularized leaming, are based 

on the ûssumption that s g l f ' ~ c t e d  learning is a aatwdiy sccurring human trait, a view 

that is challenged in some of the literature. 

According to MacKeracher (1996), selfdirection is both a characteristic of adult 

leamers and an approach to leaming. In MacKeracher's view, seif direction can be 

understood in three ways: as an innate characteristic one is boni with; as an acquired 

quality which develops with age; andor as a characteristic which can be leamed and 

encouraged through educational activities. Several other examples of the literature also 

support that adults can be encourageci, and taught, to be more seKdirected. Grow (1 991) 

believes that 'the goal of the educationai process is to produce selfsirected, lifelong 

leamers" (p. 127). He developed a staged self-directed learning model based on the 

premise that "readiness is situational and it may even be task specific9'(p. 126). 

MacKeracher concurs that "a leamer may be self-directed in one context but paralyzed in 

another" (p. 55). 

Good teaching, according to Grow (199 l), "matches the leamer's stage of se& 

direction and helps the leamer advance toward m e r  self-duection" @. 125). Chovanec 

(1 998) similarly a p e s  that some seIf-directed leaming skilis can be taught: 

Competency-based instnu:tion, study skills sessions, t h e  management semuiars 
and assertiveness training rnay fàU into the category of seifkikted learning 
skilis that can be identined and targeted for iastnrction. This involves taking into 



account the themes of leaming styles a d o r  situations and developmentai 
progression. @p. 308-309) 

Despite the continuing debate in the adult education field over the definition of 

selfdirection selfdirection is generally acknowledged as a characteristic of optimal 

addt leaming, whether or not al1 adult learnea have M y  attained this charactenstic. 
J 

Grow (1991) and Wlodkowski (1999) point out that nqt di Iearnea are ready to be self- 

directe& and that a mismatch between the learner's style and that of the facilitator cm be 

problematic. Wiodkowski cautions that not al1 leamers will respond well to a self- 

directed leamhg environment or to independent learning. He believes that as an 

instructional approach, "selfdirecteci leamuig may need to be more ofien negotiated as 

an option than mandateci" (p. 1 1). 

The Role of the Adult Educator in Adult Learning 

The role the adult educator plays in the adult learning process varies with the type 

and purpose of an addt education program, and with the philosophical orientation of 

those delivering the program. According to Knowles (1980), the role of the adult 

educator has evolved h m  that of ''ûansmitransmitting knowledge to hem, telling hem what 

they ought to know, or at best enticing them to learn" (p. 37) to king a change agent who 

performs helping d e s .  Knowles states that the fiinction of adult educators "bas moved 

increasingly away h m  king remediai toward king developmental-toward helping 

their clients achieve full potential" (p. 37). Cmss (1981) a3so supports the idea that the 

development of the leamer is the main role of the adult educator. In her view, the single 

most important goal of adult education should be for educators at al1 levels to address 

"the development of lifelong leamers who possess the basic skills for leaming plus the 

motivation to pursue a d e t y  of learning interes& throughout their lives" @. 249). 



MacKeracher (1996) proposes that the role of the adult educator is that of a 

facilitator of learning whose main function is to remove obstacles and disincentives to 

leaming and to "enhance learning by adding positive extemal conditions which 

encourage, influence, and reinforce learning" (p. 6). Whereas MacKeracher believes that 

removing obstacles to learning is the basic fùnction of du i t  educators, Wlodkowski 

(1 999) klieves that as facilitators of sddt lamhg, sdult tducîtors a~ respnsible for 

finding ways to structure leaming activities that will motivate the diverse students in theu 

programs. Wlodkowski suggests that "motivation is important not only because it 

apparentiy impmves leaming but also because it mediates leamhg and is a consequence 

of leamhg as weli" @. 5). 

Some of the recent literature advocates that adult educatoa work with students for 

the purpose of social change and tiberation h m  their current societd roles. For exarnple, 

Alexander (1997) encourages adult educaton to work towards social change and to 

'%vork to prevent today's practice h m  serving a middle-class ghetto" (p. 209). Briton 

(1 996) similarly suggests that adult educaton assume a role of social change agent by 

engaging students in dialogue, making them aware of the forces that deny them the right 

to be responsible decision-maken, engaging them in democratic practices, and 

encoumghg the development of their communication and critiquing abilities. 

The role the adult educator plays in the learning process is closely related to the 

attitude of the facilitator and the style that the faditatar uses to fmilitate learning. 

Knowles (1 980) has stmng beliefs that the behavior of the kilitator 

probably influences the character of the leaming ciimate more than any otha 
single factor.. ..Teachers cunvey in many ways whether their attitude is one of 
interest in and respect for the students or whether they see the students essentidy 
as receiving sets for transmissions ofwisdom. (p. 47) 



Knox ( 1 986) similarly believes that for *insmictors whose aim is to empower participants 

with the desire and ability to guide their continued learning beyond the pmgnun, 

instnic tional mastery and style are intertwined components of the teachingllearning 

transaction" (p. 40). 

The approach of the adult educator to wûrking with learners can be characterized 

as primarily either leamer-centered or teacher-centered in the leamer-centered approach, 

''the leaming process is assumed tu be paramount, while facilitating is regaràed as a 

responsive activity a d a p ~ g  to the leamer's activities and naturai kaming process" 

(MacKeracher, 1996, p. 3). In the teacher-centered approach, the facilitator is the source 

of the leaming activities, and the leamers are expected to dernonstrate to the facilitator 

the cornpetencies they have acquired (Gmw, 1 99 1 ; MacKeracher). 

MacKeracher (1  996) believes that although adult educatoa have different styles 

and approaches to leaming, a variety of styles are needed to meet the diverse needs and 

styles of learners. She states, "Al1 approaches to leamers and l e h g  are wful in some 

contexts, with some learners, and for some content Decisions about facilitating activities, 

content, resources, and technologies mwt be the focus of the planning which precedes 

any leaming-facilitating interactionn (p. 3). Good plaoallig of programs and activities can 

greatly facilitate the learnuig process and ensure that 60th the needs of the institution 

delivering the program, and the needs of the individuai leamers in the pro- are met 

to the best degree possible. 



Program Planning and Evaluation in Adult Education 

The literahire on program planning and evaluation in adult education contains 

both sirnilar and diverse views about the program planning and evduation processes. In 

this section, 1 first provide an overview of some of the program planning models in the 

literature and address evaluation as a step in the program planning process. Second, 1 

provide an overview of some of the rnethods and models of evaluation, including the 

natudistic approach and stakeholder-based evaluations. Finally, 1 discuss utiiization- 

focused evaluation, including the use of the evaluation results, the assumptions of 

utilization-focused evaluation, and the flow of the utilization-focused evaluation process. 

An Overview of Some Pro~rarn PIannine Models 

Most program planning models address the relationship between change and 

program planning and evaluation. Boyie (1  98 1)  believes that adult education 

pmgrarnming "is done to bring about some change in individuais and/or the social system 

of which they are part" (p. 36). Knowles (1980) urges that in the program planning 

process "an institution's general purposes as regards adult education be continuously 

tested againa changing needs as an integral part of the ongoing program-development 

process" (p. 121). 

Many program-planning models in the literaturé share a n u m k  of common steps 

or stages. For example, Houle (1972) proposes a two-part system of program plannllig. 

Houle's system requires first examining the context of the iearning situation to determine 

the source of authority and direction for the planning and control of the leamin& and then 

appiying this knowledge to seven basic steps in a program planning fiamework. The 

fiamework for planning consists of identifying the educ~ifi*od activity, making the 



decision to proceed, ident*g and refining objectives, designing a suitable format, 

fining the format into Iarger patterns of life, putting the plan into effect, and measuring 

and appraising the results. 

Boyle (198 1) sumarizes nine major stages of program planning: organizational 

and individual cornmitment, situational adysis, broad prognun objectives identification 

of resolirces and supporf pmgnm design, hstnctional design, acrion (svsnts and 

activities), determining the program's value through evaluation, and the communication 

of the results of the evaluation to the stakeholders. Knowles (1980) proposes that there 

are! three sources of needs and interests that should be considered in pmgram planning: 

those of the individual learner, inciuding both basic and educational needs; those of the 

institution; and those of the comxnunity or society. He also identifies seven basic decision 

points and components of program planning that are the same as those discwed by 

Houle (1972). 

CafEarella (1994) presents an interactive mode1 of program planning for adults, 

which consists of 1 1 components. Each component of the interactive mode1 includes a set 

of tasks and decision points that may or may not need to be addressed in every planning 

situation. The cornponents include the initiai planning and identification of needs, the 

development of objectives to ensun the transfer of learning, the development of the 

operational plans including budget and kilities, the formulation of plans for the 

evaluation of the program, and the communidon of the value of the prognim to the 

stakeholders. Caffarelia bases h a  interactive mode1 on six assumptions: educational 

prognims should focus on the leamers and how the leamhg wïU d t  in changes; 

program planning involves both systemaîic and planned tasks as weil as Iast-minute 



decisions; the development of educational programs is a complex interaction of 

institutional prïorities, tasks, and people: developing educational programs is a 

cooperative endeavor; designing educational programs is a practical art; and individuals 

c m  leam to be more effective program plmers  through practice. 

Vella (1994) offers a flexible, seven-step planning process similar to the steps 

used in C~Eue!h's (1994) mode!. In Ve!!zYs mode!, the seven phases of ~! ie  pluinhg 

process are summarized by answering the questions who, why, when, where, what for, 

what, and how. The process is informed by 12 principles of effective adult leaming and 

begins with the leamea being the subjects of the process. Similady, Knox (1986) values 

flexibility within a structured approach to planning educational programs for adults: 

The starting point could be intended outcomes, learning activities, educational 
needs, organizational expectations, or evaluation resul ts the last time the program 
occurred. It doesn't make much difference as long as you touch on al1 of them 
early, because they are so interrelated. @. 54) 

Knox also believes that "in the process of helping adults leam, program planning and 

implementation should blend together" (p. 54). 

Many models of planning exin today. Although different labels may be given to 

the different steps or stages of the planning process, most models are based on the 

assumption that program planning should be conducted with the needs of the leamer and 

the organization in mind. Caffarella (1994) summariies the importance of focusing on 

these needs when she states, "The attention paid to the leamer andfor organizational 

needs [should be considered] as central to the program planning process" (p. 1 7). 

Evaluation as a Stage of the Promm Planning Process 

Evaluation of the program is one of the common stages of program planning. 

There are severai different reasons for conducting an evaiuation and, consequently, the 



purpose of the evaluation needs to be clarified before the process begins. The purpose of 

the evaluation rnay be to make a judgement about the program's effectiveness. or it may 

be to collect information which will primarily be used for program irnprovement (Patton, 

1997: Scriven, 1 99 1 ). 

Chelimsky (1997) explains that some of the wettied issues surrounding 

there are three reasons to conduct an evaluation: accountability, development and 

improvement, and knowledge creation Each of these perspectives on ev;<uation has a 

different focus, and what is relevant for one perspective may not be appropriate for the 

other perspectives. For example, an accountability focus generally results in judgements 

about a program that may be of interest to administrators and sponsoring agencies. In 

contrart, a focus on program development and improvement often results in the use of the 

information by the program staff to implement improvements to a long-terni program. 

Chelimsky advocates that evaluators be more open-minded and consider the many 

methods, models and uses for evaluation today. Evaluatoa, she says, should be more 

"inclusive-that is, to welcorne prospective as well as retrospective studies, to use 

quantitative as well as qualitative methods, to develop cross-disciplinary linkages, and to 

create channels for the effective dissemination of evaluation findings" (p. 25). 

Some researchers propose evaluation as a separate component in the program 

planning process that is left to the end of a series of steps in the process. Othea suggest 

that evaluation shouid be integrated into the planning process f b m  the beginning of the 

process, or should be conducted on an ongoing basis. Some of the issues still debated in 

the literature include the process of the evaluation itself and what is leamed throughout 



the process, the inclusion and role of the stakeholdea in the evaluation, the role the 

evaluator plays in the evaluation process, the purpose of the evaluation, and the use of the 

idormation acquired dunng an evaluation (Guba & Lincoln, 1983; Knox, 1986; Patton, 

1997). 

Evaluation of adult education programs can be a challenge because of the political 

energy (Hennan. 1993). However, evaluation can serve many useful purposes, including 

"program planning, policy-making, program improvement, or program justification or 

accountability" (Grotelueschen. Gooler, Knox, Kernmis, Dowdy & Brophy, 1974, p. 18). 

Chelimsky (1 997) adds that among the purposes for evaluation are '20 rneasure and 

account for the results of public policies and programs; [and] to determine the efficiency 

of programs, projects, and their component processes" (p. 9). Another reason to evaiuate, 

according to Gosling (1995), is to collect information that may be used by prograrn stafT 

in severai ways: "to get a wider understanding of the context of their work; to undentand 

the objectives more clearly; [and] to determine how well they are irnplernenting 

activities" @. 17). 

The literature frequently refers to determining the worth of a prograrn as the main 

reason for program evaluation. Caffarella (1994), for example, believes that "the heart of 

program evaluation is judging the value or worth of an educational program" (p. 120). 

When evaiuations are conducted to judge the value or the worth of a program, they are 

cdled summative evaluations. According to Patton (1993, "nrmmative evduations judge 

the overall effectiveness of a program and are particularly important in making decisions 

about contiming or terminating an experimentai program or demonstration project As 



sucb summ&ve evaluations are ofien requested by funden" (p. 67). Scriven (1 99 1) 

clarifies that a summative evaiuation 

is conducted ajier completion of the program.. .and for the benefit of some 
external audience or decision-maker.. .thou& it may be done by either interna1 
or extemal evaiuaton or a mixture. ... For reasons of credibility, summative 
evaiuation is much more likely to involve external evaluators than is a formative 
evaluation. (p. 340) 

ioiinston ( i  992) agrees that "mosr surnmauve evaiuauon cornes ar die enci, is Uierefore 

retrospective, and by definition cm not help the people who completed it" (p. 7 1 ). 

Evaluations conducted to gather information that will be used to improve or 

enhance programs are called formative evaluations. Knox (1 986) states that "'the 

emphasis in formative evaluation is on use of conclusions by people associated with the 

program (hstnictor, participants, supervisor) to improve the ongoing process" (p. 180). 

Patton ( 1997) agrees that formative and other improvement-focused evaluations are a 

way to gather data "about strengths and weaknesses with the expectation that both will be 

found and each can be used to Uiform an ongoing cycle of reflection and innovation" 

@. 68). Scnven (199 1) clarifies that formative evaluation is Yypically conducted d&g 

the development or improvement of a program.. .and it is conducted, ofien more than 

once, for the in-house staff of the program with the intent tu improve " @p. 168- 169). He 

states that an intemal or extemal evaluator, or a combination of the two, may complete 

the evaluation. in Johnston's (1 992) view, formative evaluation is an important tool for 

the impmvernent of practice, and the participants in an evaluation leam a great deal fiom 

the evaluation process itself 

Whether the evaluation is a formai or infornid one or is conducted by an internai 

or extemal evaiuator rnay have an eEect on the use of the evduation results. Knowles 



( 1980) beiieves that *'informal evaluation is actually going on al1 the the. .  . but it does 

not serve the same purpose as periodic, systematically planned evaiuation" @. 203). 

Knox (1986) agrees that formal evaluation is valuable and that program evaluation shodd 

be formaiized as part of the programgramplanning process. Formalizing the evaluation 

provides more accurate descriptions, makes souder judgements, and communicates 

'diidings i1 ways +bt  cricoürage people associatcd ûie p g a m  ia use h s e  

findings for decisions on program planning, irnprovement, and justification" (p. 165). 

Naturahtic and Stakeholder-Based Evaluations 

Alternative rnethods of evaiuation. differing fkom the traditionai scientific 

approach to evaluation and research, have evolved over the years. One of the alternative 

appmaches to inquiry and evaluation is the naturaiistic approach. According to Guba 

( 1 978), the ideal naturalistic inquiry should have a low degree of imposition of 

constraints on antecedent variables as well as a low degree of imposition of constraints on 

possible outputs. Guba and Lincoln (1 983) differentiate between natudistic and 

scientific inquiry, stating that "the e.xtreme of scientific inquiry, comrnonly called 

experimentation, severely constrains both antecedent conditions and output factors, while 

the extreme of naturalistic inquiry constrains neither" (p. 83). 

Although the scientific paradigm is based on ident-g the independent and 

dependent variables of interest, eliminatuig possible confounding variables through 

laboratory controls, randornizing the selection of subjects to treatments, and comparing 

the effects, the naturalistic investigator or evaluator irnmerses himseif or herself in the 

investigation with an open mind, allows impressions to emerge, and uses a process of 

description and understanding. Rather than a laboratory setting, naniralistic inquiry is 



canied out in a MW, non-contrived environment, and the inquirer makes every effort 

to understand contextual factors and their relationship to the elements king studied 

(Guba, 1978). Guba views the investigator in a naturaiistic inquiry as more of an observer 

than a director of the investigative pmcess. Guba believes thai evaluation should 

incorporate both description and judgment, and that mturalistic evduation is a better 

method of detemrining the value of an entity than is the use of scieritific nethods. In 

Guba and Lincoln's (1 983) view, naîuraiistic inquiry lends itself to evaluation and can 

offer more in the complex area of human relations than can scientific inquky. Guba and 

Lincoln also argue that the hvestigators themselves are changed thmugh interacting with 

the subjects of the investigation. 

Stakeholder-based evaluations have evolved over the years in response to two 

factors: the use of naturaiistic bquiry in evaluations involving the human factor, and the 

concems expresseci about the lack of use of evduation resuits. Stakeholder-based 

evaiuations involve those individuals who have "substantial ego, credibility, power, 

futures, or other capital invested in the program, and thus can be held to be to some 

degree at risk with it" (Scriven, 1991, p. 334). There are a number of evaluation models 

that involve stakeholders to some degree. Responsive evaluation is one of the earlier 

evaiuation models involving stakeholders. Guba and Lincoln (1983) define responsive 

evaluation as "an emergent fom of evalution that takes as its organizer the concem and 

issues of stakeholding audiences" (p. 23). They clam the importance of including the 

concems of the stakeholder: 

Responsive evaluation pmduces information that audiences want and need.. ..If 
evaluation d t s  are m l y  used, it is kcaw those d t s  are rareiy reIevant to 
Id needs...Jn the final anaîysis d e n c e s  will use i n f o d o n  that they 
themselves have suggested to be important. (p. 38) 



In later reseirch, Guba and Lincoln (1989) propose a model of evaluation that they name 

fourth generation evaluation. They descnbe their model as "a marriage of responsive 

focusing-using the claims, concerns, and issues of stakeholders as the organizing 

elements-and constructivist methodology--aiming to develop judgmental consensus 

among stakeholders who earlier held different, perfiaps conflicting.. . constnictioas" 

(p. 184). 

Cousins and Whitmore (1998) compare a number of more recent stakeholder- 

based evaluation models. They situate participatory evaluations among other foms of 

collaborative evaluation and note that the terni participatory evaluation is king used 

more often as a descriptor of stakeholder-based, collaborative work. According to 

Cousins and Whitmore, a participatory evaluation implies that "when doing an 

evaluation, researchers, facilitators, or professional evaluatoa collaborate in some way 

with individuals, groups, or communities who have a decided stake in the program, 

development projec~ or other entity being evaluated" (p. 5). They emphasize that 

participatory evaluaîion has "as its centrai fiuiction the fosteringof evaluation use" (p. 6), 

which is also the driving force in utilization-focused evduatioa The inclusion of 

stakeholders in the evaluation process in both of these evaldon models is seen as a way 

to ensure that the evaluation results will be used. 

Utiliza tion-Focused Evaluation 

In utilization-focused evaiuation, the focus of the process h m  beginaing to end 

is on the use of the evaiuation resuits. In this section, 1 first discuss some of the iiterature 

involved in the debates about the use of evaiuafion d t s .  In the second section, 1 



summarize the basic assumptions of utilization-focused evaluation. In the third section, 1 

discuss the five major stages of planning and conducting a utilization-focused evaluation. 

Use of Evaluation Resuits 

Although evaluation has been part of the program planning process for many 

years, much of the literature continues to addtess how to make use of the information 

col!ected during the aaluation piucess. Guba and Lincoln (1 983) express dismay ai the 

lack of use of evaluation findings: 

Such failure [to use the fmdings] simply illustrates the poverty of traditional 
evaluations, which are likely to fail precisely because they do aot begin witb the 
concerns and issues of their acnial audiences and because they produce 
information that, while perhaps statisticall y significant, does not generate trul y 
worthwhile knowledge. (p. ix) 

Similarly, Knox ( 1  986) acknowledges a problem with the lack of action muiting from 

the evaluation of adult education progams. He suggests that "effective evaluation should 

be part ofeach cornponent of planning and of ail aspects of the teaching/leaming 

transactionTT (p. 164). Johnston (1992) agrres that evaluation should be ticd into the 

planning and leaming process. in her view, "Evaiuation is not a fke standing aaivity but 

is part of a process of continuing curriculum development and even of educational 

development generally" (p. 73). Herman (1993) criticizes the classic models of planning 

because they always end with e v a l d o a  He proposes a program p l d g  mode1 which 

"seeks to tmn planning outside in, [and] to b ~ g  the planning of evaluation in from the 

cold and join it to the goals and objectives" @p. 1 7 1 - 1 72) of the program. 

Although much of the current literature focuses on the utilization of evaluation 

d t s ,  some mearchers do not agree that focushg solely on rcsults is the best way to 

conduct an evaluatim Scriven (1991) beiieves that "the legitimate re8~:tion is to make 



sure that conside rations of utilizationhnplementation are planned into evaiuations from 

the first moment, just as evaiuabüity shodd be planned into pmgrams" (p. 369). Scriven 

cautions, however, that there can be problems with a codict of interest arising h m  

focusing too much on the use of evaluation rrsults. He explains that such a focus places 

pressure on the evaluators to report fïndings that speak to what the decision-makea are 

concerns for focusing too strongly on the usage of evaluation resuits: 

The purpose of an evaluation conditions the use that can be expected of it; use is 
integraily a part only of deveioprnental evaluation.. . . Justifjhg ali evaluations by 
any kind of use may be overly limiting and restrictive for nondevelopmental 
evaluations. (p. 18) 

Chelimsky (1997) also argues for the evduation process king important in its own right 

because 'balthough~ngs are not useci, things change anyway because an evaluation is 

anticipateci" (p. 16). 

Patton (1997) agrees that the evduaîion process itself is usefid and can be a 

leaming experience for those involved. However, he mngly advocates for utilkation- 

focused evaluation, a fonn of evduation that focuses on the use of the results throughout 

the entire evaluation process. Patton views the use of utilization-focused evaluation as a 

means of m w i n g  the gap between generating evaluation information and using the 

evduation information to make program decisions aiid improvements. 

Assum~tions of Utilization-Focused Evaluation 

Patton (1 997) bases utilization-focused evaluation on 14 primary assumptions. 

F i a  he believes thaî commitmmt to the intendeci use of the evaluation results should be 

the driving force in an evaluation, and that consideration of the use of the evaluation 

results shouid be ongoing and contiauous fiam the staa of the evaiuation processprOceSS He also 



assumes that the personal interests and commitments of those involved in the evaluation 

will determine if and how the results are used, and that considering the many interests 

surrounding the program will help to identify the primary intended users of the results. 

According to Patton, actively involving the primary intended users in the decision 

making about the evaluation will increase their commitment to ushg the results. 

Patton (897) i"~ru"ier ajsmss that fxwing on the uc of th* rresulk is the most 

usehl way to focus an evaluation, and that deliberate and thoughtfil choices are required 

throughout the evaluation in order to keep the focus on the intended use of the results. 

Each evaluation must be designed and adapted to fit the situation if it is to be usefiil. 

Patton aiso assumes that the goal of utilization-focused evaluation is high-quality 

participation of the stakeholders, and that hi&-quality evaluations are the results of high- 

quality stakeholder involvement. 

Patton (1997) also rnakes several assumptions about the role that the evaluator 

must play in a utilization-focused evaluation. He assumes that evaluators must be active- 

reactive-adaptive during each evaluation, listening to the intended usen and responding 

to each new situation in an appropnate way. in utilization-focused evaluation. the 

evaiuator may be an interna1 colleague or an extemal expert, a collaborator or a group 

trainer, a change agent or a creative consultant By working collaboratively with a 

stakeholder group that represents ail the many interests around the evaiuation, the 

evaluator should be able to present both positive and negative information so that the 

stakeholder group can make informed choices. 

Patton M e r  believes that evaluators should train the intended users of the 

evaiuation results in evaiuation processes and ws of information in order to increase 



their cornmitment to use the results. He ernphasizes that the use of the results is not the 

same as reporting and disseminating the evaluation information. Finally, he assumes that 

there may be substantial costs associated with following through with the use of 

evaluation resuits, 

The Flow of the Utilization-Focused Evaluatiou Process 

AS mosî evaluation mocleis, ihe flow of the uliiization-focused evaiuauon 

process can be charteci, and each step descnbed individually. In reality. however, the 

process is seldom linear. Patton (1997) cautions that applying the steps logically in any 

evaluation will require flexibility and creativity, and the "active-reactive-adaptive 

evaluator who is situationaily responsive and politically sensitive rnay find that new 

stakeholden become important or new questions emerge in the rnidst of methods 

decisions" (p. 380). 

According to Patton (1 997)' the identification of prKnary stakeholders and uses 

of evaiuation information is one of the keys to the utilization-focused evaiuation process, 

as well as the k t  stage of the process. Patton's research indicates that the personal 

factor, dong with the political factor, are two key factors which indicate the extent to 

which evaluation r e d t s  will or will not be used. In Patton's view, the personal factor 

includes the leadership, interest, cornmitment, and caring of individuals who are the 

primary users of the evaluation results. Patton cautions that if this personal factor is 

absent, the use of the evaluation information wiU be drestically reduced. 

Once the primary stakeholdea have been identifie& the second stage is for the 

evaluator and the htended users to commit to how the evaiuation redts  will be use& and 

to focus the evaluation and determine the relevant questions. This is "an interactive 



process benyeen evaluators and the primary intended users of the evaluation" (Patton, 

1997. p. 189). Patton suggests several criteria for each utilization-focused evaluation 

question: that data cm be brought to bear on the question, that there is more than one 

possible answer to the question, that the intended users want information to help answer 

the question, that the intended uses want the information for themselves, and that the 

intended users h o w  how they will use the answer to the question. He also suggests 

identifiing the primary purpose of the evaluation as an initiai step that will bring focus to 

what questions should be asked and how the gathered information will be used. Different 

types of evaluations may need to be discussed at this time. 

The third stage of the evaluation process involves making decisions about the 

methods. measurement, and design of the evaluation and data collection instruments. 

Patton (1 997) suggests that a variety of options be considered, including quaiitative and 

quantitative data and natudistic and experimental designs. Methods should be 

considered as to their appropriateness, believability of the data, understandability, and 

costs. Al1 of these decisions are made with the stakeholder group, keeping the use of the 

information in mind at dl times. Patton explains this process M e r :  

In utilization-focused evaluation, the researcher has no ineinsic rights to 
unilateraily make criticai design and data collection decisions.. ..It is crucial that 
intended users participate in the making of measurement and methods decisions 
so that they understand the strengbs and weahesses of the data-and so that they 
believe in the data (p. 180) 

The founh stage of the utifization-focused evaluation process begins after data 

have been gathered. The intended users are then actively Livolved in analyzing and 

interpreting the data, and in making the resultant recommendations. This stage of the 

evaluation process also includes sumnarizing what has ken  leamed and writing the 



evaluation report. Patton (1 997) explains that in utilization-focused evaluations, 

"intended users are actively and directly involved in interpreting fmdings, making 

judgrnents based on the data, and generating recommendations" (p. 380). He recommends 

that the nature and content of the evaiuation report be negotiated with stakeholders and 

evaluation Funders early in the evaluation, and that the "recommendations should clearly 

fdliiu; from and kx supportecl by the evaluation finriiogs" @. 325 j. 

n ie  finai stage of the utilization-focused evaluation process involves making 

decisions about the dissemination of the evaluation report. According to Patton ( 1997), 

ihis step "reinforces the distinction between intended use by intended users (planned 

utilization) and more general dissemination for broad public accountability (where both 

hoped for and unintended uses may occur)" (p. 380). 

The five major stages of utilization-focused evaluation could be Uitegrated into 

the program planning and evaluation processes utilized in most institutions providing 

adult education programs. Community colleges are one type of institution offering adult 

education programs, including developmental programs such as ABE and academic 

upgrading. Planning and evaluation are conducted both formally and informally in 

community colleges in an effort to meet both the needs of the learnea and the needs of 

the institutions. 

ABE. Aeademic U~gradinp. and Develo~mental Prograns 

in this section, I fim discuss the nature and challenges of cornmunity colleges in 

Canada Second, I discuss the role developmental programs play in community colleges, 

and some of the objectives of these programs. Third, 1 address retention concems in ABE 



and acadernjc upgrading programs, and descnbe a number of success strategies for adult 

educators to use when working with students in developmental programs. Fourth, 1 

discuss the use of individualized leaming in developmentai programs. Finaily, I discuss 

some of the research on math instruction to adult students in developmental prograrns. 

Nature and Challenees of Cornmunitv Colleg!es 

Provinciai iegisiation esrabiished communiry coiieges in Canada in the i36ûs and 

1970s in order to provide expanded learning oppomuiities previously not available to 

adults at other postsecondary institutions. Dennison and Gallagher (1986) classi@ the 

expanded leaniing opportunities offered at cornrnunity colleges into eight categories of 

curriculum: vocational and trades training, apprenticeship training, career and technical 

training, university transfer programs, general academic programs, personal interest and 

community development prograns, pre-college level or upgrading programs or basic 

skills training, and contract programs. Memam and Brockett (1997) dso speak to the 

variety of offerings at comrnunity colleges, noting that each community college may 

offer a variety of programs including "credit programs to prepare adults for careea and 

career changes.. . and a basic education program for adults in the cornmunity w ho want 

skills training" (p. 1 19). 

Because of the variety of programs offered at public colleges, they attracted a 

rnuch more heterogeneous gmup of students than those previousiy attending other 

institutions of higher education (Dennison and Gdagher, 1986). Dennison and Gallagher 

note that among the early individuals to attend community colleges were middie class, 

secondary school graduates who did not have dficient academic achievement to be 



admitted to pnivenity. The trend for adults to enter college to upgrade their acadernic 

skills has continued to this day. 

Owen (1986) points out that culture, politics, and finances are al1 part of the 

complexity of cornrnunity colleges, and that the pressures of ongoing fuiancial restraint 

and other indirect pressures will continue to plague community colleges for some time. 

Since the i 986s. Uiere has 'ken a trend to reduce the amount of h d i n g  to communiry 

colleges and to expect colleges to seek alternate fiinding sources (Dennison, 1986). 

Similarly, Memam and Brocken (1997) note that ?he fmancial health of the adult 

education unit within the larger organization is ofien dnven by an enrollment economy- 

that is, hinding is tied to the number of adults enrolled" (p. 1 10). 

Another challenge for community colleges is to focus more on student success, 

and not on access alone (Gallagher, 1986). Gallagher believes strongiy that colleges do 

not help their applicants if they accept them into prograrns in which they have little 

chance of success. Likewise, Dennison (1986) agrees that one of the major challenges 

f'cing colleges today is promoting stucient success. He observes that "numerous social 

groups, multicultural organizations, immigrants, First Nations peoples, individuais on 

social assistance and the physicàll y and mentally disadvantaged continue to challenge 

colleges to provide programs tailored to their unique backgrounds and specific needs" 

@p. 278-279). The developrnental and remedial programs offered at community colleges 

may help to meet some of these student needs. 

Developmental and Remedial Promms in Communitv Coikges 

Developmental and remedial programs, including academic upgradbg, basic 

skills training, and adult basic education (ABE) programs, were established at colleges to 



meet the needs of those aduits whose ski11 levels were below a hi& school graduate level. 

Dennison and Gallagher (1 986) explain that these programs of pre-college level snidies 

were for students who "had the interest i n  and aptitude for, the various programmes 

offered by these colleges, but who did not have the academic background to pursue them 

effectivety or contidently" (p. 72). 

Dennison ( 1 Y 86) addresses the challenge faced by community colleges of 

promoting success for the leamers in developmental programs: 

Many who enml in college prognims are single parents, long-unemployed, 
disillusioned, k t r a t e d  with barrien to progress, fmancialiy impoverished, andior 
othenvise disadvantaged. Al1 of these conditions affect their ability to leam and 
magni& the challenges they face. College.. .[support services] are neither qualified 
nor equipped to deai with the complex problems which bear upon student 
performance in courses and programs. @p. 279-280) 

Although students in developmental programs offer a challenge to community 

colleges, they often represent a significant percentage of the overall student population. 

Dennison and Gallagher (1 986) suggest that comrnunity colleges senring large 

comu&ies would be wise to offer a range of prognunming, hcludhg the "essential 

categories of.. .basic education, tramfer education, general education, career education, 

vocational education, and community education" (p. 1 52). Programs such as adul t basic 

education. academic uppding ,  and other basic skills and developmental programs meet 

a variety of community needs. 

Obiectives of ABE. Academ- and Other Develo~mental Proipams 

Educators in developmental pmgrams such as ABE and academic upgrading may 

hold differing views on the objectives of the programs. Some educators believe that 

developmental programs should prepare the learnen for the labor market Clague (1972) 

suggests that the emphasis should be on leamers who have had the least pnor opportunity 



to participate in forma1 Iearning. He believes that the goals of basic skills programs 

should be to "equip the disadvantaged with the skills to compte effectively in the labour 

market, and to provide the stimulus and resources for self-directed leanüng that c m  lead 

to a wider choice of life styles" (p. 44). 

Cross (1981) notes that efforts to reach the poorly educated are often through 

competcncy-bascd pmgams such as job trainhg or basic skilis courses. She cautions that 

these courses can be threatening to some students, who may have the perception that 

whoever evaluates them in the program '%as considerable power to influence the type of 

job they get or whether they get a job" (p. 135). 

Kulick (1972) suggests that the ABE and literacy prognims which are successful 

are those programs that "are based on the total involvement of the teacher and the learner 

in their social milieu, programmes which integrate ABE with economic and social 

problem-solving" (p. 8). Clague (1972) likewise believes that "the strength of ABE lies in 

its concem for the whole m m  [sic] and his comrnunity" (p. 25). 

Despite some differences in opinion, adult educators generally agree that the 

objectives of ABE, academic uppding, and other developmental programs should 

include the preparation of leamen for the labor market, the development of selfdirection 

in individuais in order that they may expmd their life choices, and the involvement of the 

whole person in their community. 

Retention Concerns and Success Strateeies in ABE and Uamdine Promms 

Despite a lengthy history, -dent success and retention remain current issues for 

ABE, basic skills, and academic upgrading programs. Educators working in these 

developmental programs are challenged with i d e n t m g  and addressing student 



problems, including how to improve low retention rates. how to make accurate initial 

assessments and placements of the leamen, and how to help leamers sustain their 

motivation and attain success. A number of aduit educators have researched these 

concems and provide strategies to help other practitionen in the field improve the 

success of their learners (MacKeracher, 1996; Quigley, 1992; Wlodkowski, 1999). 

A ~ t i o n  ntes LI ;\SE aiid basic skills progrcm have ken researched and 

reported to range up to 60 % or 70 % in some programs (Quigley, 1992). However, many 

educatos are optimistic that instnictors and teachers can improve their learners' success 

rates by utilizing the principles of adult leaming. One of the principles to be considered is 

the innuence of the leamers' social and culturai backgrounds. According to Dickinson 

(1 972), "an understanding of the adult learner as well as leaming processes and principles 

are prerequisites crucial to effective ABE and such programmes must be even more 

carefûlly structured than addt education programmes for other groups" (p. 229). 

Quigley (1 997), in addressing the retention issue, suggests that "leamer peen, 

program structures matched to individual student needs, and good matches with teachers 

may tum around an estimated third of the potential dropouts in the eaily weeks of 

programs" (p. 183). These strategies, dong with other adult leaming principles, result in 

providing a safe environment for the leamer. Safety for the learner is seen by Vella 

(1994) as one of 12 principles for effective adult leaming, and is one of several basic 

adult leaming principles that may help to improve leamer success. 

Quigiey (1992) suggests that the initial assesment of those at risk, coupled with 

fkquent follow-up by teachers and counselors, is another way of improving student 

success in basic skilIs programs. Bergin and Johnson (1 995) note that "the process of 



assessment gmd definition of leaming goals can be empowering and encouraging if it can 

be recognised that leaming goes beyond the acquisition of a set of skills recognised by an 

accreditation system" @p. 236-237). The placement of leamers in the program is usualiy 

determined at initial assessment, and often only by a leamer's math and reading levels. 

Quigley (1997) argues that this kind of initial assessment is often inadequate and "if our 

aim is ro stem amhion, matchhg the neecis anci goais of leamers with progmm options 

and prograrn strengths is more cntical than identifying the knowledge that leamea do not 

have" (p. 186). 

Waite (1972) similarly believes the initial placement and the first few weeks of 

the learning experience are vitai to keeping adult students in programs. She advocates 

aileviating the leamer's apprehensions at the start of the prograrn because "later plans 

will not benefit the student who retreats from the course in its early stage. The ABE 

student needs an immediate taste of success.. ..He [sic] needs a sense of being accepted 

and respected as a fellow addt" (p. 190). 

Feng and Hian (1995) also suggest that initial assessment is extremely important 

when working with students for whom English is a second language. They note that 

assessment and placement with normed instruments can be problematic for these students 

in ABE and other developmental programs. Placement problems can occur when "ushg 

grade-level equivalents to provide a cut-off' (p. 91) and when other factors are not 

considered. EarIy identification of leamers' academic and personal needs, as well as early 

intervention with at-risk students, are critical to irnproving retention and success in 

develo pmental programs. 



The reason why the leamer is attending a program is an important motivational 

factor that will also affect the success of the student Wlodkowski (1999) States that both 

social and historical idluences can affect adults and their leaming needs. He believes that 

"although most adults have multiple reasons for leaming, social circurnstances and the 

personal concerns that emanate from them are a dominant part of what btings most aduits 

into g o u p  ieaminy sitrüitions" (p. i 5 j. Consquentiy, Liie more an d u i t  ducaior cm find 

out about why a student is attending a program, the more effectively the educator can 

work with the student. 

As with other adult learners, students in developmental programs are more likely 

to succeed if their motivation for learning is stmng. Wlodkowski (1999) believes that 

facilitators of adult learning c m  help their students stay motivated to learn. He provides 

60 strategies for instmctoa to use to enhance the motivation of their adult learners. 

According to Wlodkowski, one of the most powerful motivators is the experience of 

success. When adults are s u c c e s s ~  in their leaming, they are more likely to keep on 

leaming. Wlodkowski acknowledges that other factors may also affect student success. 

He makes the point that "although motivation is a necessary condition for learning, there 

are other factors-ability and quality of instruction, for example-that are also necessary 

for learning to occur" (p. 5). 

The need for adults to be involved in decision-making in their leaming, as well as 

to be provided the opportunity for dialogue with their teachers and feliow learnea, is also 

an adult leamhg principle that may contribute to student success (Knowles, 1980; 

MacKeracher, 1996; Vella, 1994). Wlodkowski (1999) agrees that choice, as well as  

success in leaming activities, are important for al1 adult learners to experience in order 



for them to sustain their motivation for leaming. Similady, Briton, Collett, Cooney, 

Deane. and Scon (1992) find that adults who have participated in their own learning 

plans tiom beginning to end "are more motivated to succeed" (p. 35). 

Students' past school experiences should also be considered when addressing the 

issue of retention and student success. Knowles (1980) contends that adults see 

expenences. He States that %ben they find thernselves in situations in which their 

expenence is not being used, or its worth is minimized, they feel it is not just their 

expenence that is k ing  rejette-ey feel rejected as persons" (p. 50). Quigley (1992) 

suggests that when instructors deny students' past life experiences, they may be ignoring 

life-long leaming experiences that could help higher risk students succeed in their 

educational pursuits. MacKeracher (1996) summarizes a similar view: 

Past experience structures the ways an adult will approach new experiences, 
determine what information will be selected for M e r  attention and how it will 
be interpreted, and determine what knowledge (meaning and values) and skills 
(strategies. tactics and svles) will be employed first in the leaming process. 
@* 36) 

Cross (1981) argues that the dropout rate from developmental programs might be 

reduced if the threat Ievel for people with low self-confidence in their ability to l e m  

were lowered through the combination of a supportive environment and suficient tirne 

for adults to master the required cornpetencies. Providing a supportive, safe environment 

for the leamea, and allowing older students more time to leam, are basic addt learning 

principles. 

Feng and Hian (1995) conducted research to determine whether ABE programs at 

community colleges in British Columbia actually incorporated the major principles of 



adult learning into their learning activities They found that "often a pedagogical approach 

was still prevalent. For example the lecture, direct instruction, was still the most favoured 

although other instructional strategies were employed" (p. 90). Likewise, Clague (1972) 

challenges educators to consider that "much of what is practiced in Canada today under 

the rubric of ABE is neither particularly basic nor particularly adult" (p. 23). Adult 

leanhg principks and prâctices should k utiliz~d in dl foms of ktniction in 

developmental programs in order to effectively promote student success and to address 

the concem about student retention. 

Another concem of some adult educators is the use of individualized leanllng, 

instead of collaborative learning, in developmental programs. Bergin and Johnson (1995) 

express the concem that independent leaming can isolate the leamer and make it more 

difficult to develop social skills and f o m  and maintain relationships: 

hdividualised leaming cm be isolating and does little to begin to address the 
communication and interpersonal skills we may have.. ..Basic skills work 
becomes detached h m  context, becomes detached from the reiationships and 
interactions that surround king  able to live in society. (p. 235) 

Quigley (iO97) supports the positive outcornes of collaborative learning. He daims that 

"peers may be more important than teachen for at-risk Iearners with high field 

dependence, [and as  such] mal1 collaborative leamhig groups can be a successful 

approach for some leamers" (p. 186). 

However, individualized leamhg continues to be a strategy used in 

developmentai programs in order to accommodate a broad range of student ski11 Ievels in 

one classroom with a limiteci number of Uistnictors. Individuaiized Iearning is often used 

in conjunction with modules, or competency-based leaming packages. Moduiarization of 



programming can "provide a formal outline of the skills that.. .have to be demonstrated" 

(MacLeod, 1996, p. 206). MacLeod suggests that, when modules are use& the authority 

in the leaming experience becomes %ested in the instrument of a module rather than in 

the expertise of the instructor" @. 206). MacKeracher (1994) is also concerned that the 

use of separate leaming modules in some ABE prognuns rnay isolate leames who would 

:eam m m  effcctivtly in small grays. Shs raises th<: c m x m  haî the usé of srparate 

leaming modules can shift the focus of a program fkom "developing literacy skills to 

acquiring credits, from understanding ideas to remembering idormation" (p. 278). 

Learning styles and preferences Vary with each leamer, and can determine the success 

adult learnea experience with individualized leaming, as well as other ways of leaniing. 

One of the subject areas taught in most developmental programs is mathematics. 

individualized learning is often one of the methods used to allow the diverse group of 

students in developmental programs to acquire a variety of mathematicai skills. 

Mathematics education for aduits is a challenge for adult educators because of many 

adults' previous negative school experiences with math, and because the Iearners' rnay 

perceive a lack of relevance of rnuch of the math cmicula to their daily lives (Nesbit, 

1995). 

Math Instruction to Adult Leamen in Develo~mental Pronrarns 

Although much of the litemture on math instruction is specific to children, ment 

research on math education and addts does exist. Nesbit (1995) explored the teaching 

processes in math education in a range of community-college- based ABE-level cornes. 

From his observations during the study, Nesbit noted that several themes emerged. One 

theme was that the teacher's role in the classrwm was that of decision-rnaker, whiie the 



leamers' roles were minimal and passive. Nesbit explains that "the overall goal for most 

teachers was to 'cover the assigned matenal' without Iosing too many students dong the 

way" (p. 23 1). The pedagogical approach of leaming a d e  and applying it repeatedly 

was promoted in the classroom as the basic rnethod of leaming. 

Nesbit (1995) observed that the teacher and the assigned textbooks were the 

authontles of mathematical knowledge in the classes, and that achievement was generally 

based on regular assessrnent tests, 'Gth their fom and content taken directly from the 

teabook. Teachers repeatedly stressed that such tests were essential preparation (either 

academically or vocationally) for the fiiture, regardless of the specific goal of the 

students" (p. 232). Nesbit concluded from this study that "adult learnea in mathematics 

classrooms are largely socialized into believing that theu experiences, concerns and 

purposes are of linle value" (p. 233). 

Although Nesbit's (1995) study of math education in ABE programs paints a 

negative pictwe, other literature is more optimistic and indicates that facilitators of math 

education for adults are aware of some of the problems and are working to address these 

concerns. In 1995, the Addt Nurneracy Practitionea Network (MN) was awarded a 

planning grant by the Amencan National Institute for Literacy. The grant enabled ANPN 

to begin the work of developing addt numeracy standards for adult basic education as 

part of a system reforrn. The voices of 171 adult leamers, as well as other stakeholden, 

were included in the study. About half of the learnea were in GED classes, over a quarter 

were in ABE classes, and the remaining students were in other addt education prograrns 

such as English as a second language, workplace training, and developmental college 

courses. As a renilt of the ANPN study (see Curry, Schmitt, & Waldron, 1996)' seven 



themes emerged which serve as the foundation for new adult numeracy standards. Curry 

et al. report that %e participants cdled for a serious rethinking of the content and 

relevance of the adult basic education mathematics classes as they are currently taught" 

(P. 2)- 

Adult learnea participating in the focus groups s h e d  that one of the key reasons 

Ihey wrre ieaming math was to heip h i c  chiidrrn 'be successfui in schwi. i k k n  the 

leamers were asked what they needed to compete in today's society in order to exercise 

the rights and responsibilities of citizenship, their answers fell into four general 

categones: access to information in order to orient themselves in the world; a voice for 

their ideas and opinions, and consideration of these ideas; the ability to solve problems 

and make decisions on their own; and the oppominity to continue learning in order to 

keep up with a rapidly changing world. 

Although traditionai approaches to math education for adults continue to be used 

in ABE and other developmental programs in community colleges, Nesbit (1998) 

suggests that a radical approach to math education could offer an alternative educationai 

style that might Vnprove the numeracy skills of aduits. A radical approach toward math 

education would replace traditional practices '%th specific curricula and methods to 

develop aduits' mathematical abilities as well as their capacities for criticai awareness 

and action" (p. 186). Nesbit believes that radical educators could broaden the traditional 

approach to math education "by drawing upon the mathematicai traditions present in 

different cultures and basing mathematical activities on adults' day-to-day expenences of 

their social and physicai enviroments" (p. 190). The radical approach to math education 

assumes the equal siguifïcance of what is leamed and how it is leamed, and includes both 



collective and collaborative learning. nie role of the radical educator is one of facilitator. 

The facilitator encourages and guides leamers to -search for information to answer their 

own questions and to develop the skills of criticd thinking and research" (p. 192). 

The instruction of math to adults in developmental programs continues to be a 

challenge to adult educatos involved in these programs. Further research and 

experimentûtioii uith rnettiods o f  insu~îrion and rnatsrids, and the rscognition and 

acceptame of individual leaming styles, may provide additional strategies for promoting 

student success in these programs. 

Summarv of the Literature 

Adult educators hold a variety of opinions about whether self-direction is a 

peaonality trait or a teachable skill. Adult educators play an important role in the adult 

leaming process. The role of the educator varies depending on the underlying philosophy 

of the program and the objectives of the learning experience. The attitude, skill Ievel, and 

style of the teacher affect the adult leaming process. 

Adult educators at al1 levels aïe involved in the planning, delivery, and evaiuation 

of programs for adult leamers. Although there are many program planning models 

available, evaluation tends to be conducted at the end of the process, but it is often more 

effective if it is incorporated into the planning and program delivery on an ongoing basis. 

Evaluation can provide Uiformation needed for making decisions about the value of a 

program, or for m a h g  changes to improve a program. Depending upon the reason for 

the evaluation, a particular evaluation mode1 may be chosen. Several evaiuation models 

include the stakeholdea of the evaluation in the evaiuation process. Natrtralistic, 

responsive, paaicipatory, and utilization-focused evaiuations are some examples of 



stakeholder-based evaluation models. Utilization-focused evaluation focuses h m  the 

start to the finish of the evaluation process on how the evaluation results will be used. 

Pmgram planning and evaluation are kquently conducted at community colleges 

in Canada. Community colleges are institutions that provide a wide range of adult 

education programs to serve a heterogeneous student body. Community colleges usuall y 

indu& developmziiial pragrams such aj S E  ancl academic upgrading mong k i r  

diverse program offenngs. Developmentai prograrns provide basic skills, preparation for 

the labor market, and the opportunity for addt leamers to rneet the academic 

requirements needed for entrance to post-secondary programs. Student success and 

retention are concerns in developmental programs. The literature suggests using 

strategies that incorporate adult learning principles in order to encourage learner retention 

and success. 

The literature on math instruction to adults in developmental programs suggests 

that the curent system of teaching math to adults is ofien pedagogical and individudistic, 

rather than andragogical and collaborative. Practitioners who facilitate the instruction of 

math to adults in developmental programs are oflen challenged by the need to teach a set 

curriculum in a limited t h e  period. A radical approach to math education is suggested as 

one way of making math more relevant to adults, while also improving the learnen' 

cntical ihinking skills. 

More research on mathematics education for ad& is needed, as much of the 

literature focuses on math instruction to children. In the next chapter, 1 describe in detail 

the utilization-focwd evaiuation study of a modularized math program that 1 conducted 

at a cornmunity college in northern Alberta. My fïndings demonstrate areas of agreement 



and disagreement with some of the curent research on mathematics education for adults 

in ABE and other developmental programs. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE UTILIZATION-FOCUSED EVALUATION OF A 

MODULARIZED MATH PROGRAM 

In this chapter I describe the utilkation-focused evaluation that 1 planned, 

deveioped. and Mpiementeti with the coilaboration of the math instructionai group 

(MIG) of the upgrading department at the community college where 1 work. The chapter 

is divided into 3 major sections. In the fm section I descnbe the steps 1 took to plan the 

evaluation process and to develop the instruments for the evaiuation, using the 

assumptions of utilization-focused evaluation and adult learning principles to inform the 

planning and design. In the second section, 1 describe how I conducted the evaluation by 

gathenng information fiom questionnaires, student focus groups. staff interviews. and 

statistical data In the third section, I include a summary of the evaiuation results, how 

these results were reported to the stakeholden, and the process of analyzing the 

evaiuation results with the stakeholders. Finally, 1 summarize the resdtant 

recommendations made by the math instnic tional group. 

Planning the Evaluatioa 

During this part of the study, 1 researched various evaluation models and studied 

the many steps involved in planning, designing, and implementing an evaluation. The 

piannllig of the evaluation study consisted of several stages, and twk place over a 4- 

month period. The evaluation planning included the following: the preliminary planning 



stage; three .program planning meetings with the math instructional group (MIG); several 

intomai meetings with the MIG in the math laboratory, comrnonly called the math lab; 

and the field test of the questionnaires and focus goup questions. 

Preliminarv Planning 

In preparation for the study. I read some of the literature on evaluation. The 

dismay ofseverai auriion (&'Da àr Lincoin, i983; Herman, L9Y3; Knox, 1986) about the 

lack of use of the evaluation results made a strong impression on me, as my past 

experiences with program evaluation at the college had left me wondering why al1 the 

time and effort had k e n  spent on the process. I was impressed by Johnston's (1 992) view 

that evaluation should be tied into the planning and leaming processes, and Chelimsky's 

( 1997) assertion that evaluation is important in its own right becaw of the changes that 

occur when an evaluation is anticipated. Chelimsky also impressed me with her 

conclusion that evaiuations tend to have three general purposes: accountability, 

development, and knowledge. This informed my decision that a developmental 

evaluation, which might help strengthen the math program, would be the kind of 

evaluation 1 wanted to undertake. 

The idea of a developmental evaluation blended easily with Patton's (1997) ideas 

on formative evaluation as a way to improve and enh-mce prugrams at any t h e  during 

the life of a program. As 1 read Patton's book on utilization-focused evaluation, the ideas 

of the utiiization of the evaluation results, the inclusion of the stakeholdea throughout the 

evaluation pmcess, and the application of the evduation information to program 

irnprovement helped to inform my decision to undertake a utilkation-focused evaluation. 

Further reading of the titerature on evaluation (Guba, 1978; Guba & Lincoln, 1983) 



provided me with the idea of using more naturalistic, qualitative rnethods of data 

collection. In order to impiement rny smdy, 1 knew it was critical that the MIG rnembers 

fint agree to undertake an evaluation of the math program and, second, agree to a high 

Ievel of involvement as stakeholders in the process. 

Initiaily, 1 thought that the MIG rnembers might help me in some minor way with 

to them to work on an evaluation. In order to give the MIG rnembers time to think about 

the idea of conducting an evduation, 1 informally mentioned my study proposal to some 

of the group rnembers shortly after 1 retumed home from orientation. I was hopeful that, 

at the very least, a future meeting between myself and the MIG memben would provide 

me with their areas of concem, sample discussion questions, and an indication of which 

members would be interested in king involved in an evaluation, and to what extent. At 

the beginning of the faIl semester, the MIG, who were also the math laboratory staff, 

consisteci of the following seven individuals: five instnictoa, two instructional assistants, 

and one individual who worked in both capacities. Some individuals held full-time 

positions, whereas others worked part-time. 1 hoped that al1 of these individuais would be 

able to attend at least the initial planning meeting. 

Eventdy, the k t  planning meeting with the MIG was a m g e d  with the help of 

the coordinator of the math lab. Prior to meeting with the MIG, I distributed a memo to 

the group rnembers explainhg what 1 needed from them. 1 also gave each member a 

summary of evaluation guidelines and checklists (Grotelueschen et ai., 1974), and a 

summary of the steps involved in the evaluation process (Caffarella, 1994). This 

information was intended to give the group members some background information on 



what an evaluation might involve, and thereby facilitate the discussion at the frst 

planning meeting. 

At this t h e ,  there were several questions I hoped to address by conducting an 

evaluation: How could we better address student needs? Should students be aware of the 

philosophies of their instmctors, and why they do what they do? Would students feel 

better if bey uaderstood h e u  o wn i é h g  styles? Wouid it help students if Uiey 

understood why a modularized system was used in the math laboratory, instead of a more 

traditional fonn of instruction? 1 was anxious to talk to the members of the MIG and fmd 

out if they shared similar questions or concems. 

The Fint  Planning Meeting 

The first planning meeting was held on October 6, 1999. In addition to the 

materials I had distributed earlier, 1 gave each of the MIG members two new hand 

list of sample questions which might be asked of students in order to better understand 

their leaming styles (Grow, 199 1 ; Gugiielmino & Guglielrnino, l982), and a chart 

summarinng different kinds of collaborative evaluations and the amount of stakeholder 

involvement expected for each kind of evaluation (Cousins & Whitmore, 1998). The 

materials 1 provided facilitated discussion about the Rasons for an evaluation, the extent 

of involvement of the MIG members in an evaluation, studcnt leaming styles, and the 

kinds of information that could be usefûl to the p u p .  After considerable informal 

discussion, the members of the group unanimously agreed that they wanted to be 

involved throughout the entire evaluation process. By the end of the meeting, the group 

decided that their involvement would include deteminhg the wording of questions to be 

asked of the students and of themselves, analyzing and interpreting the collected 



information-and data, and deciding if and how the data might influence friture program 

design and delivery. My role would be that of facilitator of the evaluation process. 1 

would gather information from the MIG members and students, and share that 

information with the group. 1 would also be a tool for cirafting questions, conducting the 

group discussions and individual interviews with the math lab staff, and requesting and 

presenting dir data from the coi iep repisnar's otfice to the MIG mernbea. 

Once the group decided on their level of involvement throughout the evaluation 

process, 1 focused the meeting on a discussion of what kinds of information wouid be 

useFu1 to them. Because the discussions tended to wander, focusing on the use of the 

results helped to direct the decision-mahg for the remainder of the first planning 

meeting and nt future meetings. As the facilitator of the planning meetings, 1 kept asking 

the group members questions such as: How will this information be used? What do you 

want to know more about? What idormation is usefui to you if you are going to use the 

information to improve senice to stuclents or to improve snident success rates? 

By answering these questions, the group eliminated some of their initial 

suggestions and concem and decided that, although al1 the information sources they had 

discussed might be interesting to pursue, the resulting data would not neceswily provide 

them with information they could use to improve the math program. Mer considerable 

discussion, the group decided that the most useful information to them included the 

following: how students preferred to l e m ,  what students did or did not like about the 

method of delivery and matends used in the modularized math courses, what students 

would suggest for course improvement, whether students understood what ïnstructon 

expected of them in the courses, and what strategies were used by the students who were 



successfU1 in the courses. The MIG also thought it would be usehl to look at statistical 

data provided by the college registrar's office for the four previous academic years and to 

compare the success rates of students in each course by semester and by grade Ievel. 

These came to be the four centrai questions explored in the evaluation. 

The group members also decided on several points about collecting data from the 

students: studmt input couid ' ks t  be obt-ained h m  the upgmding sludrnrs by ralking ro 

the students in an informal setting; the lunch break was the best time to talk to students so 

that they did not miss their other scheduled classes; an informai setting might allow the 

students io feel safe and cornfortable; I should intmduce myself to the students as a 

fellow student working on a research study, rather than as an instnictor. The MIG hoped 

that the students would be encouraged to respond openly and honestly if they viewed me 

as a fellow student and if the data gathering process was confidentid. Consequentiy. the 

ME elected not to be directly involved in g a t h e ~ g  data fiom the students, and they 

would not have access to individual smdent responses. 

Two discussion groups, one composed of new students and the other of 

continuing snidents, were agreed upon as the way to gather information fiom the 

students. Each group would consist of a maximum of 15 students in order to facilitate 

discussion and accommodate room size. Questionnaires were not considered as a means 

of gathering data until later in the planning stage. 

The group a p d  that individual i n t e ~ e w s  of the math lab staff would be 

conducted in order to gather background information and staff perceptions about the math 

program. The interviews were intended to provide the following information: MIG 

members' perceptions of what worked weil in the math lab and what could be improvd., 



background information on the history of the math program, and examples of students for 

whom the program did or did not work well. 

At the conclusion of the first planning meeting, 1 had collected an extensive list of 

questions and topics that could provide the MIG memben with usefui information. 1 

agreed to review the suggestions for questions for the individual staff interviews and the 

snicienr focus group discussions, revise anci consmcr new questions, and present a d& 

of the questions to the MIG prior to the next planning meeting. The group memben were 

responsible for reading over the questions I M e c i ,  and coming to the next meeting 

prepared to suggest changes or approve the drafied questions. 

As 1 constmcted the questions to ask the student groups, 1 concluded that there 

were too many questions for students to answer during a one-hou group discussion. I 

also decided that some of the questions cailed for a personal response from the students. 

rather than group discussion. Consequently, I began cirafting a questionnaire so that 

students could give quick, written responses to many of the questions. leaving those 

questions more conducive to group discussion as a separate list. As I proceeded, I found 

that the questions for continuing students needed to be worded differently than the 

questions for new students. As a result, I drafted two questiomahes-one for the new 

students, and one for the continuing shidents. I also composed a set of interview 

questions for the staff. 1 distributed al1 the cirafts to the group members about 10 days 

prior to the next planning meeting. 

The Second Plannine Meeting 

The second planning meeting with the MIG was held on November 3, 1999. 

Discussion about the number of students to be involved in the evduation resulted in the 



decision to conduct two focus groups of continuing students, rather than one, so that 

information could be gathered fiom a larger sarnple of srudents who had completed a 

modularized math course. The two continuing student focus groups were to be divided by 

grade level as much as possible, thereby facilitating discussion about courses that were 

more similar in content and reading level. The MIG memben confirmed that one focus 

g o u p  of ne* stucients shcluld bz a suffiicient saniple, its ody a smdi nuniber of nrw 

students had registered to begin a math course in January 2000. 

Mer i explained to the group my rationale for creating the questionnaires. the 

MIG members discussed the drafts I had distributed earlier. They agreed to the use of 

questionnaires to collect persona1 information from the students. They also decided that 

rach student participating in the focus groups should complete a questionnaire prior to 

the group discussions. The remainder of the second planning meeting focused on 

finalizing the questions for the questionnaires, focus group discussions, and staff 

interviews. At the end of the meeting, the MIG memben expressed genuine interest and 

enthusiasm about the evaluation, and they were eager to see the students' responses to the 

questions. 

After the meeting concludeci, 1 revised the questionnaires, incorporating the 

suggestions of the group into the revisions. Final approvai of the questionnaires by the 

M E ,  and a field test of the questionnaires and discussion questions with a few students, 

were still required before the questions could be used to gather Uiformation for the 

evaiuation. 



The Third Planninr Meeting 

The third planning meeting was held November 24, 1999. Mer a few minor 

changes were made to the questionnaires, the group approved hem for use in the study. 

Tentative dates were set for the January focus groups. The final dates would be 

established later, depending upon the availability of a room suitable for group discussion, 

md upon the 3vahbibility of students willing and able :O participate in the t~duation 

during the 1 1 :30-1 :O0 lunch hom. The MIG decided that each participating student 

should be asked to sign a release fom which described the study and which 

acknowledged that the names of the students providing information would rernain 

confidentiai. The coordinator of the MIG agreed to recruit midents for the focus groups, 

as well as to arrange for a few students to rneet with me in early December to field test 

the questionnaires and discussion questions. 

The November 24, 1999 meeting was the 1 s t  fomal planning meeting held with 

the MIG during the planning phase of the study. Because of t h e  constraints, several 

informal meetings were held in the math lab over the next couple of weeks in order to 

findize arrangements for the field test and the student focus groups. 

Field-Testine the Ouestions 

On December 2, 1999, I met with a few students at the college to field test the 

questions for the questionnaires and the focus group discussions. The field test served 

several purposes: it detemllned whether the questions were clear and easy for students to 

understand; it tested whether the responses to the questions provided the kinds of 

information the group wanted to collect; and it gave me an idea of how much t h e  to allot 

at the start of each focus group for the cornpletion of the questionnaires. 



The field-test group consisted of three academic upgrading students who had 

already completed courses in the math lab. Two of the students were male, and one was 

fernale. They were al1 between 30 and 40 years of age. Two of these students began 

taking math courses at the college in September 1999, whereas the third student had been 

taking math courses since the fa11 of 1998. 

w 
i ne students cumpioted the questionnaire in isss han five minutes. i then 

discussed each of the questions on the cpestionnaire and on the list of discussion 

questions with them. 1 asked the students what they understood each question to mean, 

and whether they could suggest how to make each question easier for other students to 

understand. The students told me how they interpreted each question and offered their 

suggestions for improvement. Severai times during the field test 1 fond it necessary to 

refocus the discussion on the purpose of our session. The students wanted to share their 

thoughts on the math program and to discuss how they preferred to leam. rather than 

comment on the wording of the questions. 

The field test provided some useful suggestions for changes to the questionnaires; 

the students uncovered problems with the questions that the staff and I had not 

anticipated. For example, the students found they could not answer yes or no to some of 

the questions. Instead, they wanted to be able to indicate that a statement was true only 

some of the tirne, and they wanted to have the opportunity to explain their answer. 

Consequently, I changed the questionnaires to incorporate the students' suggestions. 

Once I completed the revisions to the questionnaires, 1 took them to the math lab staff for 

their appmval. The revised questionnaire used to gather information firom the cootinuing 

student groups is located in Appendix A. As the new student questionnaire was a shorter 



version of *s questionnaire, it is no? included in the appendices. The set of discussion 

questions for the continuing student groups is located in Appendix B, and the set of 

discussion questions for the new students is located in Appendix C. 

Conductine the Evaluation 

Several methods of data coilection were used to gather iniormation about the 

modularized math program. In this section, 1 tint discuss the process of intewiewing the 

instructon and assistants in the math laboratory, and 1 summarize the resuits of the 

interviews. Second, I descnbe the three focus groups 1 conducted in January ZOO0 and the 

new student follow-up group 1 conducted in March 2000, and I offer my observations and 

reflections on the focus group process. Third, 1 describe the process of summarizing and 

analyzing the statistical information that was provided by the registrar's office. Fourth. 1 

discuss writing the evaluation report, and 1 provide a sumary  of the evaluation results. 

Finally, 1 discuss anaimg the results and making the resultant recommendations 

collaboratively with the math instructional group. 

The Instructor and Instructional Assistant Interviews 

I conducted individual i n t e ~ e w s  with each of the 7 MIG members in order to 

acquire suficient background idornation to establish a contes for the rest of the 

evaluation report. Al1 interviews but one were held over a period of 4 days; the last 

interview was conducted about a month later when the instructor had time availab!c. 

During the interviews, 1 asked the MIG members for their perceptions of the math 

program, their suggestions for program improvement, and theU stories about students 

who had either done well, or who had experienced difficulty, completing a modularized 



math course. The questions used for the math laboratory staff interviews are located in 

Appendix D. 

Some staff membea initially seemed nervous about k ing  interviewed, even 

though the group had previously approved the questions. Other staff members wrote out 

their answen or made notes to ensure they covered the points they wanted included in the 

report. Each interview Look a b u i  hour ti, conipleie. Tiie jtaff niemkrs hith the iéiüt 

amount of experience had the shortest responses. Those with the most years of experience 

offered extensive comments and narratives about how the math program had evolved and 

how the math moduies had developed and improved over the years. 

Severai cornmon themes emerged in response to the questions. The staff painted a 

picture of the characteristics of the students most likely to succeed in modularized math 

courses-for example, conscientious, hard working, self-directed, organized, goal- 

onented, asks many questions, and regularly attends class. The staff also painted a picture 

of the characteristics of the students most likely to have dificulty completing 

modularized math courses-for exarnple, shy, non-assertive, poor reader, poor class 

attendee, dernonstrates few study skills, lacks a specific career goal. wants to be tau& 

and doesn't want to do the work in the modules. The staff memben expressed 

disappointment that aii students were aot successful and that attrition rates were higher 

than they wodd like to see; the staff perceived themselves as studentsriented and caring; 

they also were unsure what they could do to motivate students to complete their work on 

time. 



The First Focus Groue-New Students 

Each of the three focus groups was conducted in the same format, and in the same 

meeting room which held a large, circdar table. Ptior to the group sessions, I wrote the 

questions for each of the discussion groups on separate sheets of flip chart paper, coded 

the sheets by group number, and hung them on a flip chart stand located at one side of the 

rocm. I gouped the querti~ns Lnto tqic areas: st?ident !ea.ning preferences, 

the moddarized math courses and the operation of the math laboratory, and the content 

of the modules. 

About 15 minutes before each group convened, I laid out consent forms, 

questionnaires, and pens at each seat around the table. This facilitated the process of 

e x p l h g  the forms to the students, and allowed late arrivais to join the session and 

catch up on their own with a minimal amount of disruption to the discussion. Fortunately, 

the majority of students anived early to al1 of the sessions. 

1 held the focus group of new midents on 'Ihunday, January 20,2000. Students in 

this group had just begun a math course at the college on Ianuary 3,2000. Although 14 

students had agreed to participate in the new student group, only nine students showed up 

for the scheduled session. Six female snidents and three male midents participated in the 

group. Three of the nine students were working on math at the ABE level, three students 

were taking a grade 10 equivalency course, one student was taking a grade 1 1 

equivalency course, and two stucien~ were taking a grade 12 general equivalency course. 

Although the k t  student group was small, the students seemed pleased to 

participate in the evaluation. They completed the release forms and questionnaires in 

about 5 minutes. Once the introductions and paperwork were completed, 1 led the 



students through the secies of discussion questions (see Appendix C). The members of the 

new snident group allowed each individual to speak one at a time, allowing me to easily 

record their comments on the Bip chart sheets. I asked the students in the group to veri& 

that the comments I recorded under each question were complete and correct before I 

proceeded to the next question. 

1 xis disappizted :vit& the s i z d  s i x  of tLIc p u p  becâuse I p l m e d  to 

reconvene the new student group for a follow-up session 2 months later. However, 

despite the srnall size of the group, 1 still planned to meet with them again for several 

reasons: to detemine the number of new student participants who were still in the math 

program, to detemine why the remaining students had k e n  successful up to that date, 

and to find out whether the remaining students' perceptions about the courses had 

changed at al1 since the January focus group session. 

Shortly after 1 met with the fust student group, 1 tabulated the results of the 

questionnaires by hmd. 1 used an additional copy of the questionnaire to collate the 

results, summarizing the information fiom the completed questionnaires onto one form. 1 

collated the responses to the group discussion questions in the same way, listing the 

student comments under the appropriate questions. 1 decided to use the sarne process to 

compile the results for the remaining student groups. 

The Second Focus Groue-Continuhe Student Group 1 

I held the second focus group on Friday, January 2 1,2000. The group was 

composed of 9 fernale and 6 male students, all of whom had successfully completed at 

lest one math course in the fa11 semeslei. Seven of the students were in grade 12 college 



preparation math, 7 of the students were in grade 1 1 equivalency math, and 1 audent was 

in the grade 12 general equivalency math course. 

The students completed the necessary papenvork in less than 5 minutes and then 

responded to the set of discussion questions (see Appendix B) for approximately one 

hour. The group was cornfortable taking and offering responses although at times one 

rnember of the group tenciea to dominate h e  convenauon. üniike the fmx group, i had to 

remind this group several times to allow one person to finish their comments before the 

next penon spoke. 

Although the questions had been field tested pnor to their use, al1 of the questions 

did not work particularly well with this group of continuhg students. Several of the 

questions seemed repetitious or had subtie ciifferences in meaning that were dificult for 

the students to interpret. Nevertheless, this group articulated their answers very well. 1 

wondered, however, whether the strong voices of several of the students in the group 

intimidated some of the quieter students. 

The Third Focus GrouMont inu in~  Student Gram 2 . 

1 held the third focus group on Wednesday, Jmanuary 26,2000. The group was 

composed of 5 male nidents and 6 femaie students. Four of the students were taking 

courses at the pre-high school level, and 7 students were taking grade 10 equivalency 

math. This gmup was a fun-loving and light-hearted group, and the students seemed very 

relaxed throughout the session. 

Similar to the other groups, the students completed the papenvork in about 5 

minutes, and the discussion questions in just over an hour. Despite the initiai energy of 



the group, the students seemed exhausted d e r  50 minutes, and 1 found it difficult to keep 

the group focused on responding to the 1 s t  few questions. 

The New Student Follow-Up Group 

1 held the follow-up session with the new student group on March 23,2000, 

approximately 2 months d e r  the initial group discussion, and 3 weeks before the end of 

the winter semester. Tne goup consisted of 4 women and 2 men. One mair who had 

missed the first group session joined the follow-up session. Unfomuiately, one of the 

participants from the earlier group had withdrawn from the college, one student did not 

show up for the session, and two other shidents had not ken notified about the session 

until that morning, and consequently were unable to attend. 

Although no questionnaire had initially k e n  planned for this follow-up group, I 

decided it wodd be more expedient to use a questionnaire to gather some of the 

information. 1 couid then 1 s t  the number of discussion questions and shorten the 

information-gathering process. However, as it tumed out, the students in this small group 

were very cornfortable talking, and the four discussion questions, plus some additional 

feedback about the evaluation process, took over an hour. 

M v  Observations and Reflections on the Focus gr ou^ Process 

The majority of students who participated in the evaluation seemed to enjoy the 

group discussions and were pleased to have their opinions considered and recorded. A 

few students completed the release foms and questionnaires, but did not actively 

participate in the group discussions. 1 was unable to detemine if they were 

uncordortable tallring in &ont of a group, did not have the self-confidence to voice 

opinions different fimm the more assertive students, or whether they were surprised that a 



goup discussion was part of the evaluation. One student told me she had no idea that she 

was expected to talk in a group. She thought that the only reason she had corne to the 

meeting r o m  was to complete a questionnaire. qApparently, there was some 

miscornrnunication between at least one of the instmctors and one of the students. A few 

students in each of the groups did not get involved in the discussion because they arrived 

iate to the sessions. Because i haa eariier iaid out the consent foms and questionnaires ar 

each seat around the table, they completed the forms while the rest of the group was 

taiking. 

Initially, the math instnictors identified those math students who were available to 

attend a group session over the lunch hour without missing other classes. The students 

who participated in the groups were volunteen from this list of available students. 

Because the students were not chosen randornly, but were selected primarily by a 

schedule that allowed their participation, the results of the evaluation may not be as 

accurate as if the participants had b e n  randomly selected. However, finding another 

mutuaily agreed upon time to schedule student groups and encourage participation posed 

an even bigger probiem. 

Encouraging students to participate in the evaluation was not an easy task. 

Although the initial plans were to have 15 students participate in each group, only the last 

group 3f continuing students had al1 the students show up for the group session. The new 

snident group was missing 5 students, and the fim group of continuing -dents had 4 

missing students. Some midents viewed participation in the evaluation as extra work for 

them. Other students preferred to use any spare time they had during the &y, including 

their lunchtime, to work on homework. The students who participated in the evaluation 



showed that they were involved with the math program, and that they cared enough about 

the program to be participants. Thus, 1 am concemed whether or not the opinions of those 

students who do not like to leam on their own, and who do not Iike the modularized 

system, are adequately represented in the gathered student information. 

The Statistics From the C o k e  Reeistrar's Office 

Because the MIG :mted some of L ~ K  questions md assiunphons abut  die 

cornpletion and success rates of the math courses examined 1 requested statistical 

information about the modularized math courses from the registrar's office. The statistics 

covered the four academic years from 1995 to 1999, and provided considerable 

information about each course offered in the math laboratory. The statistical information 

included the following information for each course: the distribution of grades, the total 

number of registrations, the number of withdrawais, the number of shidents auditing the 

course, the number of students receiving a grade of absent-fail, and the number of 

students debarred h m  examinations 

With some assistance from wo other instnictors, 1 set up the statistical 

information in an EXCEL format and generated the percentage of students completing 

each course. The percentages made understanding the data and comparing course and 

semester success rates much easier. 1 gave the newly formatted statistical idormation to 

al1 the MIG rnemben about 10 days before a group update meeting on Febniary 2,2000. 

At the meeting, the members of the group requested that 1 summarize the statistical 

information M e r  for them. They would later anaiyze the results and decide what 

impact, if any, the resuits wouid have on fume programmuig. The summarized 



information is presented in the section of this chapter entitled "Summary of Evaiuation 

Results." 

Summarizing, Analvzine, and Recordine the Evaluation Results 

In this phase of the evaluation, 1 wrote a preliminary evaluation report for the 

math instructional group. The purpose of the report was twofold: to set a context for the 

report by documenting the history and background of the math laboratory and the 

perceptions the MIG members held about the modulatized math program; and to compile 

qualitative and quantitative data gathered from and about snidents, compare the data with 

the MIG perceptions, and use the data as a bais for recommendations for program 

changes. 

In this section, 1 fmt describe how I summarized the results of the student 

questionnaires, staff' interviews, and statistical information into an evaiuation report for 

the math instructional group. Second, I provide a surnrnary of the results of the 

evaluation, including the students' suggestions for changes to the math program. In the 

third section, 1 describe the process of analyzing the evaluation results with the 

stakeholdea and making the resultant recommendations. 

Writin~ the Evaluation Report 

In preparing the evaiuation report, 1 found orginking the material h m  several 

different sources, and in several different formats, a challenge. Because the i n t e ~ e w s  

with the members of the MIG and the answea to the group discussion questions were in 

narrative form, the data did not lend themselves to easy tabulation. M e r  each student 

discussion group, 1 tabulated the questionnaire rcsponses h m  each group on a blank 

questionnaire. In order to organize the student comrnents, I listed them in random order 



under the corresponding question oumber. I included these summarïes as a major portion 

of the evaiuation report. When 1 was compiling the student information, I realized that if 

the conllnuing snidents had identified the courses they were taking, I would have had an 

easier time identi-ing which modules the students wanted changed. However, at the time 

when the questionmires were designed, the course numben were not identified as 

cssential idomatiori. 

M e r  information was collected and çompiled from the first three student groups, 

1 noticed similarities in the responses to many of the discussion questions. Most of the 

responses could be grouped under three main headings: people, the modularized system. 

and the physical location and setting of the math laboratory. Consequently, I 

experimented with putting the answers fiom each student group into chart form, listing 

each response beside one of the three headings under the appropriate column heading that 

indicated mident satisfaction or a desire for change. Finally, 1 combined the three student 

response charts into one chart that summ&zed the results of al1 the student groups. 

Once 1 completed the chart summarizing the student results, 1 decided to try 

summarizing the results of the MIG interviews in a similar fashion. Initially, 1 listed the 

responses to each question under each of the original interview questions, and noted 

whether a majority of the Wmembers ,  or only one or NO members, gave similar 

responses. When I reviewed the responses, 1 noticed a nurnber of areas where the 

majority of staff agreed on their answea. There were also some areas where only one or 

two staff members expressed a particultir opinion. When 1 completed a summary chart of 

M G  responses, 1 indicated only those respouses made by the majority of the group. 



Finally, 1 compared the responses of the students with those of the MIG staff in one chart 

(see Table 1. p. 75). 

The fuial copy of the preliminary evaluation report that I prepared for the 

consideration of the math instructional group consisted of the following sections: the 

background and history of the math laboratory, the staff interview results, a summary of 

questionnaire rzspnszs far each ~f the student fdcu goups, a summary afiuiswers to 

the discussion questions asked of each of the student focus groups, a summary of al1 the 

student information, a summary of student strategies for success, an anaiysis of the 1995- 

1999 statistical data, and appendices of al1 data collection instruments. 

Surnmarv of Evaluation Results 

The first section of the questionnaires (set Appendix A, p. 1 14) asked for 

responses from the students about how well they liked to read, and how they preferred to 

learn. The responses h m  the 3 groups varied considerably, with the higher level students 

in the continuing student groups preferring to read more than the students in ABE 

courses. The new student group was a mix of students taking courses ranging fiom the 

ME level to a grade 12-equivalency level. Fifty-six percent of this group of students 

responded that they read occasionaily, 33 % responded that they liked to cead, and 11% 

responded that they did not like to read. The new snident group did not clearly express a 

favorite way of learning. Instead, reading, Iistening, and a combination of learning 

strategies, including watching and doing, received the same number of responses. 

In the second focus group, composed primarily of grade 1 1 and 12 high school 

equivalency level students, 67% responded that they liked to r a d ,  27% responded that 

they read occasiondy, and 6% responded that they did not like to rad. Although this 



goup had the highest percentage of readen, 30% of the students indicated that they 

preferred to l e m  by doing, 27% by watching, 20% by a combination of methods, 

including listening, taking, and taking notes, 13% by reading, and 6% by thinking about 

something for a while. 

The third focus group, composed of continuing students taking grade 9 and grade 

10 equivaiency ma& courses, indicated that 4690 of the group ioved to read, whereas 

28% hated to read but read some. One student did not respond to the question. Similar to 

the second group, 64% of this group responded that they preferred to leam by doing, 

whereas the responses to each of the following Ieaming strategies were tied at 9% each: 

reading, watching, listening, and thinking about something for a while. 

The rnajority of students who participated in the focus groups indicated 

satisfaction with the modularized system. with 8 1% of the continuing students and 66% 

of the new student follow-up group responding that they enjoyed learning math by using 

self-instructional modules. The majority of the participating students aiso indicated that 

they liked to work on their own. Whereas 89% of the new students indicated that they 

liked to work on their own, 67% of the first group of continuing students, and 100% of 

the second group of continuing students, responded this way. An additional 20% of the 

first group of continuing students responded that they sornetimes liked to work on their 

own* 

During the focus group discwions, continuhg students indicated that they found 

the flexibility of the modularized system provided them with the opportunity to set their 

own Pace and decide on test dates, using the course outlines as guidelines. As adult 

students, they believed that the flexibility in the program allowed them to work around 



other demands on their tirne. Students liked the one-on-one assistance provided in the 

math laboratory, and, generaily, they enjoyed the opporninity to read, ask questions, and 

practice relevant skills on their own. When the students were asked if they were able to 

learn primarily from reading the instructions and examples, completing the practice 

exercises, and correcting their own work students responded as follows: 67% of the new 

student group responded yes, whereas 33% of this group indicated they could leam this 

way most of the time; 47% of the second group responded yes, whereas 47% responded 

they could leam this way most of the t h e  and 6% responded no; 9 % of the third group 

responded yes, whereas 82% indicated that they could learn this way most of the time and 

9% responded no. 

The students regarded the people working in the math lab as one of the most 

positive aspects of the modularized math program. Students viewed the staff as caring 

and approachable individuais. Al1 of the new students responded that they were 

comfortable asking the instructors and assistants for help, whereas approximately 9 1 % of 

the continuing students responded that they were comfortable asking for help and 9 % 

responded that they were comfortable only at certain times. 

Generally, the continuing students were satisfied with the help they had received 

in the math lab. Seventy- four percent of the continuing students responded that staffing in 

the math lab is okay, but sometimes you have to wait a few minutes for help. The other 

26% of continuing midents responded that there was always help available when they 

needed it. In contrast, 50% of the new student follow-up gruup responded that there was 

always help avdable when they needed it, and 33% responded that staang was okay, 

but that they sometimes had to wait a few minutes for help. Although no one responded 



that there w e  not enough staff and that they always had to wait too long for help, 

students in the second focus group cornmented that there were times when they wanted 

more help, and less time waiting for assistance. They recognized that more money would 

be required in order to change this situation, and they expressed the concern that 

additional funding for more help in the math lab might result in higher tuition costs. 

During the group discussions wirh the continuing snidenrs, they indicareci that 

they wanted the modules to be as clear and concise as possible. They noted that the 

clearer the modules were, the easier and more quickly they could l e m  on their own. 

When asked if the current modules were easy to follow, 43% of the continuing students 

responded yes, and 57% indicated that they were sometimes easy to follow. Similarly, 

56% of the new student group responded yes, and 44% responded that they were 

sometimes easy to follow. 

The student groups viewed the labotatory setting as a satisfactory or ideal setting 

for the modularized math program. Students found that the oppomuiity to drop into the 

lab for extra help when they had spare tirne was a real benefit to their leaming. Over 85% 

of the continuing students responded that they regularly spent extra time in the math lab. 

Durhg the follow-up session with the new students, 83% indicated that they had also 

regularly spent extra tirne in the math lab. Student comments indicated that many liked to 

work quietiy on their own in the study carrels located around the far wall of the room. 

Snidents also liked king able to enter and exit the lab as they wished. 

Although students did not indicate that the noise level in the math tab was an 

issue for hem, some students commented that occasiodly they would like to ask other 

hidents for help, or offer help to them. However, they had been asked not to ta& because 



of the noise-level in the room. Students also expressed the desire to discuss some of the 

more difficult topics with their instnictor and with other students From time to time. They 

suggested that short lectures and discussions could take place to introduce topics, review 

topics or modules, and prepare for the midterm and final exams. 

Overall, students who participated in the evaluation mrmed that the modularized 

math program serves the majonry oisnidents weii and is a system that successiid 

students find particularly well-suited to them as adult leamers. Students clearly expressed 

that regular attendance, a positive attitude about math, selfdscipline, self-motivation, 

time-management skills, and personal responsibility are qualities that adult students 

should possess if they are to be successful at college. and in a modularized math course. 

They questioned why some students bother to come to college at ail if they are not 

planning to attend reguiarly and have no academic goals. However. students also 

cautioned that it is easy for undisciplined students to get behind in the modularized math 

program because of the many hours of individualized study expected of hem to complete 

each course. They suggested that instnictoa follow each student's progress very closely 

in order to identify students who are falling behind and to encourage them to stay in class 

and complete theu courses. 

When the responses from the students and the MIG staffwere compared, a 

number of similarities were apparent. The resdts are surnmarized in Table 1, located on 

the following page. 



Table 1 
Staff and ~ k d e n t  Areas of Satisfaction and Areas Where Change is Desired 

People 

Modularized 
system 

Location/ 
Physical 

Satisfaction 

The system is flexible, and 

Desire for Change 

1. The staff are caring, 
approacha Me, and student- 
centered 

allows adults to set their own 
pace, plan their testing 
schedule, and accommodate 
other adult ob iigations. 
nte procedures developed to 
operate the moduIarized system 
and complete the administrative 
tash are very well organizeed 
The moduies have shown much 
improvement over the years. 
Strategic timetabling of similar 
classes and a more even 
distribution of students over the 
course of the àay improve the 
system. 

1. More staff would be 
appreeiated in the busier 
classes. 

The lab is easily accessible to 
students and provides a positive 
atmosphere for learning. 
The currenî lob setting allows 
support staff to be deployed 
more equally. 

modules to be written clearly, 
concisely, with al1 steps included 
in examples, but with no 
extraneous information. 
More t h e  is needed for the 
ongoing revisions and 
developmenr ofmodules. 
I t  is easy for undisciplined 
studentJ to get behind. 
Steps could be taken to 
identifymelp students who do 
not learn well on their owo, 
are poor readers, have 
Iearning disabiiities, or are shy 
or  non-assertive. 

The noise Ievel in such a large, 
round clussroom is ofien a 
concern. 
Two smaller classroom, located 
close together, wouId be 
pref rred 
Study carrels provide a quiet 
place for students îo work bi~t do 
not allow easy approach or 
access to studenîs and tend to 
isolate them fiom the s tc8 

Students would prefer al1 

Bold print on the chart indicates that both staff aad students share this perception. 
Regular p ~ t  on the chart indicates the perceptions of the participating students. 
Italicized print on the chart indicates the perceptions of the math la6 stufl 



The final section of the evaiuation report was a summary of the statistical 

information and answes to the questions and assurnptions the grooup had previously 

decided they wanted addressed. Individual data for the 4-year period did not show that 

students in the higher levels of math courses are more likely to complete a course than 

those students taking lower level courses. In fact, the percentage of completion at the 

iower course izveis was somrtimes higher han the percentage of compiction of students 

taking higher level courses. The percentage of completion for most courses varied From 

semester to semester and fiom year to year. No course level emerged as the one that 

divided courses with consistentiy Iow success rates fiom those with consistentiy high 

success rates. However, when 1 calculated the average percentage of success for each 

course over the 4-year penod and ranked the results fiom highest to lowest, I determined 

that the average percentage of cornpletion for ail courses was 66%. The grade 6 ABE 

math course, and the grade 10 business math course, fell significantly below this average 

for the 4-year period. 

There was a significant difference between the completion rates and success rates 

of students in the fa11 and winter semester courses* S tudents in the fa11 courses 

consistently completed courses with a higher success rate than did the students registered 

in winter semester courses. The 10wed average fdl success rate for a course was 65% for 

the Cyear period, whereas the lowest average winter success rate for a course was 43%. 

Spring session success rates were consistentiy good, and in 3 of the 4 academic years, the 

spring session success rate was higher than the fa11 semester success rate 



Analvzing the Evaluation Resuits and Makina Recommendations 

The meeting with the MIG to discuss the results of the evaluation and to make 

recommendations about how the results would be used was held on April26,2000. The 

group memben made the following recommendations: 

1. Two kinds of early intervention will be implemented in the €dl. Fint, 

approximately 4 days d e r  the stan of the semester, the instnictors will meet with theîr 

classes as a group and will discuss M e r  the following topics: how the modularized 

system works, student leaming styles and preferences, study groups, and strategies for 

success suggested by successful students. This discussion will be in addition to the 

orientation discussion that is held on the fmt day of classes. 

2. The second intervention will take place 2 or 3 weeks after the start of each 

semester. when each student will be asked to complete a short questionnaire about their 

progress in the course to date. They will also be asked to let their instructon know if they 

are having difficuity and need additionai help, and what kinds of help they prefer. 

3. A mentor program will be irnplemented for students who begin a course in the 

winter semester. New students will be assigned a peer who has previously been 

successful in the course. 

4. A short questionnaire requesting student comments about the modules will be 

handed out to the students when they receive the review sheets for the midtenn and final 

exams. 

5. Longer questionnaires, sllnilar to the ones used in this snidy, will be 

administered to al1 students biannuaüy. The questionnaires will be administered near the 

end of the academic year. 



6. Instnictos who have groups of students expressing an interest in occasional 

group work or review sessions will make every attempt to arrange sessions for their 

students. provided that space c m  be booked and that the group is large enough to justiQ 

leaving the math lab. 

7. The MIG members will explore the possibilities of remodeling or renovations 

so that permanent spacr can 'o<: found for testing students and for smaii group work. 

8. Other student suggestions will continue to be considered and expenmented 

with throughout the coming academic year. These suggestions include reducing the 

impact the final exam has on the final grade, allowing more tirne to cornpiete midterm 

examinations, and including more questions on the midtenn examinations so that the 

questions are not as heavily weighted as they currently are. 

In addition to making the above recommendations. the MIG memben discussed 

and conected some of the information in the prelirninary evaluation report. The final 

report wiil be shared with al1 members of the upgrading department, as well as with the 

members of the college community who have an interest in the results of the evaluation 

and the type of evaluation used in this study. 

Further discussion of the consistency of the study with an adult education focus, 

the usefidness and outcomes of the utilization-focused evaluation, the improvement of 

my practice, and my conclusions and recommendations to adult educators as a result of 

this study are included in the next chapter. 



C W T E R  4 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this study was the development and implementation of a 

utilization-focused evaluation of a modularized math program offered by a 

developmental program in a comrnunity college. In the fim section of this chapter, 1 

discuss the consistency of the evaiuation process with ideas expressed in the literature. In 

the second section, 1 examine the usefidness of utilkation-focused evaluation within the 

college system, including the outcornes of the utilization-focused evaluation and the 

improvement of my practice as an adult educator. In the third section, I offer conclusions 

about the study. Finally, I offer recomrnendations to adult educators about the 

implementation of utilization-focused evaluations. 

Consistencv of the Evaluation Process With an Adult Education Focus 

In this section, I describe how adult leaming pnnciples and Iiterahue intluenced 

my study. First, 1 discuss the planning of the utilization -focused evaluation, including 

using a natudistic approach, involving nakeholders, and designing and testing the 

questions. Second, 1 sumrnarize the Muence and relevance of adult leaming principles 

and literature on conducting the evaiuation, including-colIecting the data, writing the 

evaluation report, and making the resultant recommendations. 

Planninp the Evaluation 

In the early phase of planning the evaluation, 1 read a variety of the literature on 

the topics of addt learning, program planning, and evaluation. 1 was unsure which 



program p l e i n g  and evduation models were most suitable for the study. My past 

experience at the college with evaluation had left me believing that evaluation was not 

particularly useful, and was most oRen imposed on individuals or a college department 

by administration or by contractual requirements. In my expenence, this imposition 

resulted in an inordinate amount of work in a short petiod of tirne and negligible use of 

the resuits of ihé crduation. Somehow, i wanted to ensure thar the resuirs oirhe 

evaluation study 1 conducted would be put to use. 

Initial ~ l a n n i n ~ .  In the initial pianning stage of the study, I used Vella's (1 994) 

seven steps of planning to aid me in writing the study proposal and to outline what 

needed to be done and by whom. Vella's seven steps of planning are posed as the 

questions who, why, when, where, what for, what, and how. Because these questions 

were simple and straightfonvard. 1 also used some of them when working with the math 

instructional goup to design the questionnaires. Additionally, I applied severai of Vella's 

principles of effective addt leaming to the snidy. One of Vella's principles for effective 

adult leaming that 1 applied was the use of teamwork and srnail groups, both for the 

planning and decision-making of the evaluation itself, and for g a t h e ~ g  information from 

the students. The use of srnall groups and teamwork ailowed al1 the major interests to be 

repmented and encourageci dialogue among the MIG staff, among the students, and 

between the students and staff. The adult leaming principle of using teamwork and 

working with mal1 groups worked for the planning and implementation of the 

evaluation, rnuch as the principle works for other learning situations. 

I also used Caffareila's ( 1 994) 1 2-step process for planning a program evaluation 

as one of the guides for the first planning meeting. 1 found her detailed approach useful, 



and it ensured that no details were overlooked during the planning phase. Caffarella 

summarizes her 17-step plan for a systematic program evaiuation in chart form, and asks 

evaluatoa to complete the chart, listing the details pertinent to each of the 12 steps for the 

evaluation they are planning. This structwed approach ensured that some of the details 

not fully addressed in my initial study proposal that used Vella's (1 994) seven-step plan 

l.vrre zk!ressed in de*&!. ??x det3ils sdckssed more complttefp by Czfkrella's plan 

included the exact purpose of the evaluation, how the results would be used, what would 

be judged, how the questions would be formulated, and exactly how and when the 

evaluation data would be collected. 

I also used the guidebook written by Grotelueschen et al. (1974) to help the MIG 

rnernbers make decisions about the evaluation at the h t  planning meeting. 1 found that 

the checklists included in the guidebook were especially helpN for leading the group 

through the meeting and making some of the initiai planning decisions. As a group, we 

reviewed the sections on the rasons to evaiuate, who the evaluation was for, what 

questions should be addressed, what resources were available, what data should be 

collected and how the data should be gathered. 1 found, as Grotelueschen et al. had, that 

the guidebook recognizes the "complexity in adult basic education, honoa differing 

viewpoints, and allows different conclusions to be drawn" (p. 1). 

As the planning for the evaluation progressed, some of the answea to the initial 

planning questions changed. In fact, plans and decisions ofien changed kom one meeting 

to the next. This finding is sunilar to Boyle's (198 1) observation that the components of 

evaluation rnodels are not a logicai sequence of steps, but rather a "cornplex of 

interacting elements" (p. 46). According to Boyle, when new elements are introduced, 



changes and-adaptations m u t  be made to the original plans. Likewise, Patton (1 997) 

states that the flow of the utilization-focused evaluation process is not linear. Rather, in 

utilization-focused evaluation, a good deal of fiexibility and creativity are required to 

evaluate each situation and complete the appropriate steps for each evaluation. 

Throughout the planning process, I adapted my role as evaluator. Some of the 

ides I zssumed d u i g  tie plx&ig phase were facilitatm, ' r t ~ k r ,  n ~ g ~ i i a i ~ r ,  data- 

gatherer. Although the MIG memben wanted to make most of the major decisions about 

the evaluation, they also wanted me to be a tool for their use. This meant that 1 would do 

the rnajority of the the-consurning work generated by the evaluation process. Patton 

(1 997) similarly recognizes that "in utilization-focused evaluation, the evaluator is 

always a negotiator-negotiating with primary intended users what other d e s  he or she 

will play" (p. 12). 

For many years, 1 had listened to comments about the math program fiom both 

staff and students. In the planning stages of the study, I decided that 1 wanted to obtain 

more formal results through a formai evaluation process. 1 agreed with Knowles (1980) 

that informal evaluation occurs continuously, but "does not serve the same purpose as 

periodic, systematically planned evaluation" (p. 203). Likewise, the MIG received 

feedback informally throughout the academic year, and sometimes met to discuss the 

feedback. However, decisions ofien had to be made on assumptions and on a few isolated 

comments or concerns. This experience lends credibility to Knox's (1 986) belief that the 

evaiuation process should be formaüzed in order to use a "process that communicates 

findings in ways that encourage people associated with the program to use those fmdings 

for decisions on program planning, improvement, and justification" (p. 165). 



A naturalistic a~aroach. 1 found Guba's (1978) mode1 for using natudistic 

inquiry interesting, but too cornplex, to follow !br the purposes of this study. However, 1 

wanted to incorporate some aspects of n a ~ d i s t i c  investigation into the study, if possible. 

Guba describes the naniralistic inquirer as a phenornenologist, or one who is "concemed 

with describing and understanding social phenornena" (p. 12). I wanted to descnbe how 

h z  maih program stm& haw iî tvoived, and  ho^ it currenlly was oprmhg.  i Lhougiit 

that I could immerse myself into the investigation, as Guba recommends, %th as open a 

mind as possible, and permit.. .impressions to emerge" (p. 13). However, I found this 

dificult for me to do b e c a w  of my previous experience with, and perceptions about, the 

math program. 1 could not eliminate the concerns that students had expressed about being 

taught versus Iearning on their own. I also could not elirninate my assumption that the 

resuits of the evaluation would demonstrate that many students were not happy with the 

math program as it existed, and that they wanted major changes made to the program. 

Because natudistic inquiry lends itself to "description and understanding" 

(p. 13), I included a section in the preliminary evaluation report describing the 

environment in which the math laboratory operates. 1 also included a summary of the 

staf f  interviews and the diverse perceptions of the math lab staff about the modularized 

math program. Similady, Guba suggests that "much of the reality with which the 

natudistic inquirer must deai exists only in the min& of individual people and depends 

heavily on their separate perceptions" (p. 15). I discovered that whereas most of the 

instnictors held similar perceptions, others held perceptions about the operaiion of the 

math program and the math laboratory that were neither good nor bad, but very different 

from the majority of the group. 1 also found that using both nanative and empirical data, 



and some na-turalistic methods, provided considerable variety as well as balance in the 

kinds of information included in the evaluation report. Chelimsky (1997) sirnilarly 

advocates that evaluators should be more open minded and %.se quantitative as well as 

qualitative methods" @. 25) as well as other methods of evaluation. 

Involvixw stakehoiders. One of the purposes of my study was to involve the 

major sraitehoiders of the evduauon as coila'wrarors. uiitiaiiy, i was usure now to 

encourage the involvement of the MIG memben. 1 decided to begin by introducing them 

to a chart that descnbed different types of collaborative evaluations (see Cousins and 

Whitmore, 1 998). The chart explained the mles and levels of involvement stakeholdea 

rnight assume in the different evaluation models. 1 aiso emphasized to the MIG that the 

information I gathered during the evaluation could be usehl to them for the development 

and impmvement of the modularized math program. 

Patton's (1 997) model of utilkation-focwd evaluation was helpful in this regard. 

This model was the simplest one to use becaw of its flexibility and adaptability, as well 

as its focus on how the results would be used throughout each step of the evaluation 

process. Because utilization-focused evaluation can include any kind of evaluative 

purpose, data, design, or focus, it was the perfêct model to adapt to the evaluation of the 

modularized math prognun. Patton's model was also ideal because utilkation-focused 

evaiuation "is a process for making decisions about these issues in collaboration with an 

identified group of primary users focusing on their intended uses of the evaluation" 

@. 22). 1 found that focusing on the use of the results with the major stakeholden of the 

evaluation provided me with a strong sense of dîrection and the feeling that the 

evaluation process was a constructive one. Once the evaluation focused on gathering 



information -usehl to the group for program improvement, the group members could see 

the relevance of the evaluation and they were anxious to see the results. 

Because 1 did not want an evduation to be threatening to the group, I emphasized 

that the evaluation would be a formative one-one that focused on 'ways of improving 

and enhanchg" (Knox, 1986, p. 180) the program. I tried to ernphasize, like Patton 

( 1997j, that a formative evaiuation couid 'provide feedback for fine-tuning a weli- 

established program" (p. 69). Since the modularized math program was established over 

20 years ago, focusing on gathering information to fine-tune the program appealed to the 

MIG, the major stakeholders of the evaiuation results. 

Designing the questions for the student focus ~ O U D S .  The instructors 1 worked 

with on the MIG team held various opinions about what kinds of information should be 

gathered from the students. They aiso possessed a diversity of knowledge and expenence 

working with students with different leaniing styles and preferences. Therefore, before 

formulating questions with the MIG, I shared some of the literature describing the 

characteristics of addt learnen and different leaming styles with them. The group then 

engaged in a lively discussion about learning styles. The discussion on student leaming 

styles lead into a debate about how students viewed individualized learning and the use of 

modules to l e m  math. The MIG decided that the students shouid be asked questions 

regardhg their perceptions of l e h g  by reading the modules and completing practice 

exercises on their own. I anticipated that information gathered about students' 

perspectives on individualized leamhg might indicate that they thought, similar to Bergin 

and Johnson (1 999, that "basic skill work [was] detached fiom context . . . [and] h m  the 

relationships and interactions that surround king able to live in society" (p. 235). 



MacKeracher (1 996) also expressed similar concerns about individualized learning that I 

thought needed to be addressed in the questions. 

While deciding on the kinds of questions to ask the students, the MIG also 

debated whether or not it was their responsibility to help students get ready for a 

modularized system if the students did not have the skills they needed to succeeâ when 

thes s+~:ed a corn. One L~r ic t i o ïd  assistant ~ o m < n i < d  that, "'Are dways makc th<: 

assumption that they [the midents] are ready to leam using modules." The group was 

aware that, in reality, some students do not have good snidy skills and are unprepared for 

the amount of individual study involved. Not dl rnemben of the MIG believed that it was 

their responsibility to teach the shidents the study skills they were expected to have when 

they started a course. However, some mernbers of the group believed, like MacKeracher 

(1 996), that "facilitators cm assist adult learnen to leam how to learn by helping them 

become aware of their own learning styles and how to develop the skills of the styles they 

tend to avoiâ" (p. 205). Therefore, in addition to the questions about individuaiized 

leaming, the group also decided to gather information h m  the students in the 

modularized math program about how they thought they learned best. 

in addition to raising group awareness about learning styles, 1 also wanted data 

that would address student motivation and selfdirection as contributors to student 

success in the math courses. 1 was anxious to Ieam whether the responses to these 

questions would confimi Wlodkowski's (1999) assumptions that the reasons why a 

student attends a program, the oppominity to experience choice and decision-making 

about their leaming, and the experience of success in theu l e h g  activities are al1 

motivaton for student leaming and strong indications of student success. Consequently, 



some of the questions I asked the students on the questionnaires and in the focus groups 

included the strategies they used to be successful and how they motivated themselves ro 

work through a course. 

Patton's (1997) ideas also infiuenced how I designed the questions for data 

gathering. Patton suggests including questions about the program's strengths and 

weaknwes, di* srairmd padcipant perceptions of the progm and the program's 

culture and climate, the extent that the participants are progressing toward the desired 

outcornes, the types of participants who are making good progress and the types who are 

not doing well, and the new ideas that are emerging that might be tried out and tested 

(p. 68). 1 found these suggestions practical and useful, and 1 incorporated them into the 

construction of the questions for the questionnaires, discussion groups, and interviews. 

The field test of the questions provided me with useful information for planning 

the focus group sessions and for m o d i m g  the questions prior to using them for data 

collection. The students identified problems with sorne of the wording and with the 

choices of answers for some of the questions. This fmding was in agreement with 

Gosling's (1995) suggestion that a test on a small group "will expose any problems (for 

example in the wording or translation of questions.. .or in the length of the questionnaire) 

which shouid be addressed before starhg to collect data" (p. 173). 

Conducthin the Evaluation 

One of the major purposes of the study was to collect information about the 

modularized math program that would be useful to the MIG rnembea, who were the 

prirnary intended wa of the evaluation redts. 1 used a variety of data collection 

methoh for the study, including questionnaires, focus groups, interviews, and statistical 



information. The literature also suggests incorporating several methods of data gathering 

into an evaluation. For example, Gosling (1995) suggests using several kinds of data 

collection because "using different techniques gives greater depth to the information 

collected (p. 146). 

Collectine data. The student focus groups were one way for me to collect data 

while practicing adult education principles such as safety and dialogue with the students. 

The open discussions dlowed students to express their opinions, suggest improvements, 

and be involved in the decisionmaking about their math program. Likewise, Knowles 

( 1 980), MacKeracher ( l996), and Vella (1 994) agree that it is important that adult 

leamers be involved in dialogue and decision-making about their program of learning. 

During the discussion groups, students recommended early identification of those 

students who were not cornfortable leaming independently by working their way through 

self-instructional modules. The students noted that independent learning is not for 

everyone, and that students can easily get behind in a program that is primady 

individualized study. This is in agreement with Wlodkowski's (1999) view that not dl 

leamers respond well to a selfdirected learning environment. In order to identi@ some of 

the at-risk students, the focus groups suggested that a short questionnaire be given to each 

student to complete about 2 weeks d e r  each semestqr begins. The questionnaires would 

give students who were experiencing difficuities the opportunity to ask for help with their 

leaminp. Likewise, Quigley (1 992, 1997), Bergin and Johnson (1 995), and Waite (1972) 

suggest that the initial placement and the first few weeks of a course are cntical to the 

success of addt leamen in ABE and upgrading programs. 



Although the MIG had previously agreed upon the staff i n t e ~ e w  questions, not 

ail sraffmembers had the sarne comfort level while being in t e~ewed .  1 found 

conducting the staff interviews more ngorous than facilitating the student discussion 

groups. Not only did the staff have different interpretations of the questions, but several 

staffmembers also took the opportunity to talk about persona1 concems. Because 1 knew 

each of tLie staEnicmkiç pc1~3iüi11j-, 1 bd :O ~ t ~ g g l ~  ta iiiai.nt;Ün iieutrality, wkîits 

recognizing the validity of the perceptions of al1 MIG members. This is consistent with 

Patton's ( 1997) observation that "qualitative data collection.. .poses different validity 

challenges. in qualitative methods, validity h g e s  to a greater extent on the skill, 

cornpetence, and rigor of the researcher" (p. 252). 

Writine the evaluation report. Both qualitative and quantitative data provided 

background information for the evaluation report and offered a variety of information to 

be included in the report and to be considered before recommendations were made. 

However, 1 found consolidating the mix of information for presentation to the math 

instructional group challenging because, as a group, we had not taken the time during the 

planning phase to decide exactly how the data should be presented. Because the goup 

did not have the time to spend organlling the data once it was collected, the MIG 

membea allowed me to decide how to organize and present the information to them. As a 

novice to the reporting of evaluation results, I had a difficult time deciding what fonn of 

reporting would provide the clearest information. My experience supported Caffarella's 

(1 994) waming that %ben different h d s  of data and multiple data sources are use4 a 

failure to outline the data analysis procedures clearly beforehand can be especidly 

problematic" (p. 138). Rathet than summarize the student comments for the preliminary 



report, 1 chose to Iist a11 comments to display their divenity. This was in agreement with 

Gosling's (1995) suggestion of showing "the range of different opinions and why they 

are held. rather than present a broad agreement which may be superficial"(p. 59). 

However, when the MIG later requested sumaries of ail data in the evaluation report, i 

included both a range of opinions and summary charts. 

in conrrasr ro sorne of the concerns expressed in the literature about individualized 

instruction students in the second focus group cornmented that leaming through the 

moddarized system helped them l e m  the matenal more thoroughly, because they had to 

spend time on their own thinking about and Ieaming the concepts. The students thought 

that by the tirne they Iearned a concept, they wodd not easily forget it. 'ïhese comments 

disagreed with Nesbit's (1995) findings that "at the very least, leaming math is pomayed 

as the acceptance of. and obedience to. the authority of others, rather than as a process of 

discovery, awakening, or understanding" (p. 233). 

Also in contrast to Nesbit's (1995) study, where the leamen' roles were minimal 

and passive, students in the moddarized math program knew they were expected to 

assume a major role in their learning and that they needed to be both self-motivated and 

self-directed in order to succeed. Whereas Nesbit (1995) found that "within the 

classroom, the teacher's role was paramount" (p. 23 11, student responses in my study 

indicated that the math lab staff were student-centered and encouraging of student self- 

responsibility and decision-making about their learning. The staff were also recognized 

by snidents as being a positive element of the course. Additiondly, several students in the 

second focus group commented that the staff went over and above what was expected of 

them. Also, because the system is modularized, the math Iab staff  often encouraged 



students who worked hard but could not proceed through the course in one semester to 

take the course over two semeaers. This practice concurs with MacKeracher's ( 1996) 

findings that adulis do not leam well under time constraints and that they l e m  best when 

they set their own Pace for leaming. h additional indication of the student-centeredness 

of the staff becarne apparent during the interviews. when the majority of staff 

exprcssed the dcsire :O Lnd new :vqs :O hc!p studeïits succeed, anil whsn al1 staff 

members expressed hstration that it was dificuit to motivate some students to complete 

a course. 

Despite differences between the results of rny study and Nesbit's (1 995) study, 

there were dso areas of agreement. For exarnple, 1 found that most students accepted the 

instructions in the modules and the staffexplanations and one-on-one instruction as the 

way to l e m  math. This was in agreement with Nesbit's findings that "the teacher and the 

textbooks adopted the role of supreme authorhies of mathematicai knowledge" @. 232). 

Although the students were accepting of the modularized system, they still 

strongly criticized specific sections of certain modules. They aiso requested very clear 

sep-by-step instructions. and they suggested that any superfîuous topics or instructions 

be eliminated h m  the modules. Some students in the focus groups also s h e d  that there 

were times when they would like to tearn by listening to what other students had to Say. 

These students wanted group work or peer tutoring, in addition to the moduies, to help 

them lem. This supports Nesbit's view that "interactions in mathematics classrooms 

must be viewed not only in educational and pedagogicai tems, but dso as social 

experiences" @. 332). 



  ma king Recommendations 

After the MIG members discussed the evaluation data, they decided as a group on 

the recommendations they wanted included in the evaluation report. This is consistent 

with Patton's (1 997) suggestion that "the kinds of recommendations. if any, to be 

included m a report are a matter of negotiation" (pp. 324-325). The recommendations 

made by the MIG were a result of analyzing the information gathered, making 

judgements about that information, and focusing on changes that the MIG could make to 

facilitate student learning. Gosling (1 995) similady notes that "as a result of collecting 

and analysing information in assessment, monitoring, review. and evaluation. it shouid be 

possible to draw conclusions which can be acted upon.. ..Recommendations are based on 

the conclusions" (p. 59). 

The MIG concluded from the data that the early days and weeks of a course were 

the critical times to identi& students who were expenencing difficulty. Consequently, 

they recornmended two early interventions to address the concems about identimng and 

providing follow-up to at-risk students. Their recommendations are consistent with the 

findings of Quigley (1992, 1997) and Waite (1 972) about the importance of making 

students feel cornfortable in the t%st few weeks of a program in order to improve 

retention. 

Both the M G  members' responses and the -dents' responses identified the 

students with poor study skiiis as the students most at risk in the courses. The students 

who participated in the evaluation expressed little sympathy to the needs of the snidents 

who attended class sporadicdy, produceci little work, and appeared to lack personal 



motivation v d  goals. In contrast to the studenr view. the MIG mernbers wanted to try out 

some new strategies that rnight help these floundering students adjust to a modularized 

system. Consequently, they recommended early interventions as a way to identiQ some 

of these at-risk students. encourage dialogue between the students and their instructon, 

and teach and reinforce study skills such as organization, tirne management, and how to 

get heip fiom peen and insuuctors. Aithou& oriier strategies of provieing snicient 

support were discussed, the strategies relied on changes in other areas of the department 

or the college. The MIG's decision to exclude recommendations that were not within 

their control was consistent with f atton's (1 997) recommendation that the evaluator or 

primary intended usen making recommendations should ensure that any recommended 

actions be within the control of the intended users. 

The MIG also recommended the use of short questio~aires administered prior to 

the midterm and final examinations to gather information fiom the students about the 

modules. Although the data gathered h m  the longer questio~aires were useful, the 

MIG membea thought that shorter questionnaires on specific topics could provide more 

immediate and fkquent feedback from the students. Similady, Caffmlla (1 994) suggests 

that recomrnendations about the format and questions used on a data-gathering 

instrument may aiso be made by the stakehotding group. 

The MG'S recommendation to explore the possibility of renovations in order to 

create space for small group work was the only recommendation that required monetary 

resources and would need to be approved as a capital expense in the college budget. 

Likewise, Caffarella (1994) suggests that when recommendations are made, the resources 

required to address those recommendations should also be considered. Despite the costs 



involved, the MIG decided that the group members could stiil research the possibilities 

for additional space and request any required funding at the next opportunity. 

Usefulness of Utilization-Focused Evaluation 

In this section, 1 first discuss the outcomes of the utilization-focused evaluation 

study 1 conducted, including what 1 leamed about evaluation, the positive experiences for 

the adult educators involved in the evduation. changes to the modularized math program, 

and student leaming expenences. Second, 1 discuss the improvement of my practice as a 

result of conducting this evaluation study, including the use of adult leaming principles 

and what I have leamed about student needs, learning styles, and the college system. 

Outcornes of the Utilization-Focused Evaluation 

This evaluation shidy resulted in a number of positive outcomes. First, the basic 

premises and stages of utilization-focused evaluation (Patton, 1997) guided me, as a 

novice evaiuator, through the evaluation process and also provided me with the skills 1 

needed to lead the MIG membea through the process. During the evaluation, 1 reacted to 

what the intended usea had to say and responded to how their ideas changed as the 

evaluation planning progressed. 1 adapted the evaluation process and the evaluation 

questions in light of changing conditions or requirements of the MIG. This was consistent 

with Patton's (1 997) premise that evaluators must be active-reactive-adaptive during an 

evaluation, interested in the challenges of each setting, and responsive to the needs of the 

intended users. 1 found that Patton's assumptions and premises encouraged me in my role 

of evaluator and reassured me that the evaluation was proceeding as it should, despite 

changing circumstances and plans. 



As a-result of using the utilization-focused evaluation mode1 in this study, the 

evaluation that evolved was designed for stakeholder usefuiness, prograrn improvement, 

and to meet the requirements and circumstances of a department at a community college. 

Consequently, data were collected fiom severai different sources, and at times and in 

places that suited the different groups who were providing idormation. The utilization- 

focujed evaluation mde l  diowai Ihe évaluation design md process to 'be taiiorml tu the 

specific needs of the groups involved in the evaluation. For example, student focus 

groups were arranged according to the lunch h o u  schedule and room availability in order 

to gather student data The planning sessions and interviews with the MIG were arranged 

around the other responsibilities and comrnitments of the group memben. 

Utilization-focused evaluation proved to be a usefid tool in the college setting, 

where politics, funding, and the needs of a diverse student body can make the role of 

adult educator extremely challenging. Being involved in the evaluation of a program and 

courses was a positive experience for the adult educaton involved because they received 

information that they could put to use almost imrnediately; as Patton (1997) States, 

"Dedicated program staff don? want to waste their time doing things that donTt work" 

(p. 366). For example, during the staff interviews, several memben expressed a concern 

that they were unsure that the 5% bonus, cunently being given to students who write the 

midterm and 6nd exams on time or early, was motivating the students to stay on 

schedule. However, because al l  the student groups commented that the bonus was a 

motivator for them, the MIG instructors were convinceci that the bonus shouid remain in 

place for the coming year. 



The evaluation process itself provided the opportunity for dialogue among the 

staff members and çnidents, as well as the opportunity for staff and students to express 

concerns and offer suggestions about the modularized math program. As a result of being 

a part of an evaluation and a process of leaming more about different evaluations, the 

group memben are committed to make use of the results. As well, they are aware of 

somc of 'Ulc opportuiies for Icami7g Jnd Lqmvement tt;at ai evaluation inay aEcr 

them. This outcome is consistent with Johnston's (1992) view that the participants in an 

evaluation learn a F a t  deal fiom the evaluation process itself. 

The evaluation reawakened and educated the staff to some of the possibilities 

available to them to help students succeed. For example, during a planning meeting, one 

MIG member commented that we (the MIG staff) assume that students have the skills 

and readiness to meet the expectations of them in the math courses. A discussion 

followed about whether or not al1 students achially do have the skills to start and 

complete the courses and questions about student learning preferences were included on 

the questionnaires. As a result of the gathered information, the MIG membea considered 

ways to help ease the students into a program of individualized study. The questions 

about student leaniing preferences provided useful information about how the -dents 

preferred to learn. Similarly, Wlodkowski (1999) suggests that instnicton "may want to 

use diagnostic or formative evaluation procedures to better understand their [leamers'] 

capabilities and experiences" (p. 39). Now that the MIG membea have more information 

about the students' desire to learn by talking to other students, the MIG members will 

make every atternpt to conduct small group review sessions. These review sessions will 

provide students with opportunities for social interaction, discussion, and a peer support 



system. This supports Wlodkowski's belief that formative evaluations can provide the 

information Uistructon need to 'kreate instructional procedures for bener adult 

motivation and leaming" (p. 39). 

The evaluation of the modularized math program served as an opportunity to 

remind the MIG staff of their role in the program in general and in the individual courses 

in particulai-. In addition to increasing staff awareness of leamer needs, the utilization- 

Focused evaluation afhned that the MIG staff were doing a good job and that their 

efforts were appreciated by the students, two factors that may make staff feel more 

hlfilled in their jobs. The MIG memben7 positive responses to the comments about their 

job performance confimed Wlodkowski's (1 999) philosophy that effective instnictors 

need the same conditions for work and leaming, as their adult students need for optimal 

leaming to occur: 

To experience our jobs as intriasically satisfying, we need to feel respected where 
we work. to believe what we do is relevant, and to have a sense that we can 
effectively accomplish the challenges we value. If these conditions are met, we 
live a professional life in which we breathe the air of vital meaning. (p. 335) 

Likewise, the utilization-focused evaluation in the study provided the staff with a feeling 

of competence and accomplishrnent. For example, in response to the students' cornments 

that the MIG members were very approachable and one of the most positive aspects of 

the modularized math program, one MIG member cokented,  "It's nice to know we're 

doing something right." 

As a result of being included as stakeholders in the evaluation, students became 

part of the decision-making about the math program. The evaluation provided the 

oppomuiity for students to view their suggestions for course and module impruvement as 

valued contributions to the evaluation and to program planning. Although many of the 



students who participated in the study had definite career goals and excellent study 

strategies, a11 the participating students had the opportunity to reflect on how they learned 

and on what other strategies might also facilitate their leamhg. Through their comments. 

the students were able to send a strong message to the MIG memben that they wanted the 

fieedom to set their own test dates and to work on their own as much as possible. 

Likcwist. Britan et al. (1992) agree that "ailuln ivha a2 actively involveii in the 

identification of their needs, in the design of their learning, and in the implementation of 

their own leaming plans are more motivated to succeed" (p. 35). 

The utilization-focused evaluation also provided some unexpected leaming 

oppominities for the students. For example, during the focus group discussions, the 

participating students learned about other students' learning preferences, some of the 

advantages and disadvantages of classroom instruction venus individualized instruction, 

and what strategies other students used to succeed in the courses. This unplanned learning 

was consistent with Vella's (1994) assumption that "the leaming is in the doing and 

deciding" (p. 14). 

In addition to the benefits the students received fiom partîcipating in the 

evaluation. the planning stage of the evaluation process resulted in a change to the 

physical anangement of the math lab. M e r  the MIG discussion about student learning 

preferences, several of the MIG membea decided that the arrangement of computer 

desks might make it uncornfortable for some students to work privately on cornputers in 

the math lab. Consequently, the MIG membea rearranged the computer desks to provide 

more privacy for the students. This change in the math lab, occmïng before the 

evaluation was conducted, is consistent with Cheiimsky's (1 997) belief that the 



evaluation process is important in its own right even if the findings are not used, because 

"things change anyway because an evaluation is anticipated" (p. 16). 

Another unexpected positive outcome of the evaluation came about as a result of 

the favorable comments made by the students during the evaluation. The student 

comments and questionnaire responses substantiated a request by the math instructional 

group for adcii<ionai fun& for th<: deveiopmenr and improvemenr of the modules used in 

the math program. Many of the modules are now being revised or completeiy rewrinen to 

make them easier for students to understand. 

Because regular evaluation of classes had previously not been part of the history 

of the college upgrading department, the evaluation study provided the opportunity for 

me to introduce formative, utilization-focused evaluation to a group of department 

members. in what 1 endeavored to make as non-threatening a situation as possible. 1 am 

hopeful that as a result of the study, formative evaluations of other department courses 

will now be more common in the future. 

Although the evaluation did not produce negative outcomes, there were 

limitations and arnbiguities regarding what could be iearned through the evaluation 

process. First, the fucus groups were limited to students who were available to participate 

during the lunch hou. They were dso limited to those students who had either 

successfully compieted a math course in the fa11 semester or who were just beginning a 

math course for the nrst t h e  in the winter semester. This process of selecting -dents 

for the focus groups eliminated students who had been in the program in the fall 

semester, but who had not rehuned to take a course in the winter semester. The process 

also elhinateci students who had classes scheduled during the 1 1 :O0 to 1 :O0 time dot 



available for group discussions. Thus, I am still unsure whether the opinions of the 

students who do not like to learn math on their own, as well as the opinions of those who 

le ft the program without comple ting a math course. have been adequatel y represented. 

The MIG members are aware of the ongoing need to identiQ this group of students and to 

gather information from them. The MIG memben also continue to view the success and 

retention of snidents in the moduiarïzeti math pmgram as important issues rhat need to 'be 

addressecl each semester. However. there are many and varied reasons why students 

withdraw From the coilege or leave courses before cornplethg them, and these reasons 

are not necessarily revealed to the staff. 

Overall, the utilization-focused evaluation of the modularized math program 

resulted in a nurnber of positive outcornes and was a positive experience for the 

individuals who participated in the evaluation. The results of the study also contributed to 

the improvement of the instruction to, and the materials used by, the ABE and academic 

upgrading students at the college. 

Im~rovement of Mv Practice 

My understanding of the leaming needs and leaming styles of the students in the 

modularized math pro- and my understanding of evaluation in the college system 

have improved significantly as a result of conducting this study. In addition to using 

Vella's (1994) seven steps of planning during the initial planning stage of the evaluation, 

the study also provided me with the opportunity to incorporate several of Vella's 12 

principles of adult leaming into the planning, design, and implementation of the study. As 

I used several of the principles, 1 observeci, as Veiia did, "how deeply intertwined they 

are" (p. 17). 



The use of adult lesrnine ~rincioles. 1 incorporated several adult learning 

principles into my snidy, including immediacy, çafety. developing relationships, and the 

use of teamwork and small groups. The principle of immediacy tied in well with 

utilkation-focused evaluation, the relevance of the information sought, and the 

immediate use of that information. Before 1 could get approvai h m  the math 

insrnicrional group to be part of the evaiuation, uie group members neeàed to see that the 

information gathered for the evaluation would be irnmediately useful to them and would 

be used to benefit the students. Working with the math instructional group was similar to 

working with any group of adult learners, who, according to Vella (1994), "need to see 

the immediate usefdness of new leaming: the skills, knowledge, or attitudes they are 

working to acquiren @. 16). 

As I conducted the study, 1 found that the adult leamhg principles of safety. the 

development of relationships, and the use of teams and small groups were very 

intemwied. Because of the political environment at the college, the safety and trust of the 

group I p l a ~ e d  to work with had to be established prior to working collaboratively with 

them. niroughout the evaluation, 1 had to respect the sensitivity of the individuals in the 

math instructional group because of their personal investment in the modularized math 

program. Students dso had to teel safe before they would participate in the evaluation, 

especidy as part of a discussion group. In order to ensure dety for the group memben, 

1 held the student focus groups in a smail meeting room with a round table, and I held the 

planning meetings with the math instructionai group in cornfortable surroundings outside 

the college. 



1 had to develop a relationship with the students to ensure that they felt respected 

and valued as contributon to the study. Without fiat establishing a relationship with the 

students, 1 could have had difficulty facilitating the sessions, and student responses might 

not have been as open and honest as they were. Afier each of the group discussions 

concluded, some students were conifortable enough to stay behind and talk to me as I 

clrand up the room. They shared some of their more personal fdings, mil toici me 

about fnends who were too shy to ask for help. Additionally, they expressed an interest in 

seeing the results of the evaluation. They were safe and cornfortable in the environment 

created for the group discussions. This is consistent with Vella's (1994) explanation that 

d e t y  that the design of learning tasks, the atmosphere in the room, and the very 

design of small groups and materials convey to the adult learnea that this expenence will 

work for them" (p. 6). 

The adult leamhg principles of teamwork and the use of small groups, both for 

the planning of the evaluation and the gathering of student information, were also 

essential to the success of the study. Most students enjoyed the opportunity to participate 

in the evaluation and work as part of a small group. Because some of the students thought 

working in groups helped them to leam, students in the first and second focus groups 

suggested that small groups could be used for module or course reviews. Vella (1994) 

similarly notes that .Vie assurance of safety and s h e d  ~sponsibility available in teams 

has always proved welcome, no matter what the cultural setting" (p. 19). The use of smdl 

groups and teamwork was one of the most important adult learning principles I 

incorporated into planning the evaluation and gathering the information. I wanted the 



study to be olevant and useful. and involving the key stakeholden in small group 

discussions and decision-making ensured rhat this happened. 

Finally, the evaluation also gave me the opportunity to practice designing and 

testing questionnaires. sumarizhg and recording evaluation results. and sharing the 

results with the stakeholders. As a resdt of my experiences completing this study, 1 

changea my opinion about the usehiness OF evaiuation an6 the importance of ongoing 

dialogue between the staff and the students. Likewise, Guba and Lincoln (1 983) believe 

that hvestigatoa themselves are changed through interacting with the subjects of an 

investigation. 

Understandine student needs and learnine stvles. The information gathered 

from the student groups heightened my awareness of the diverse needs of the many 

students who take moddarized math courses. The students who participated in the 

evduation suggested that questionnaires be administered at the start of each semester in 

order to address the needs of the students who were experiencing difficulty with 

individualized learning. They also suggested that the staffattempt to meet the needs of 

these students in a way that supplements the individualized Ieaming of the modularized 

system and offers additional support to the students who need i t  As a result of these 

suggestions, student progress will be closely followed and students will be given the 

opportunity to meet privately with their instnicton to discuss their leaming needs and 

fin& ways to accommodate these needs whenever possible. 

The resuits of the evduation made me aware that some of the more negative 

comments heard informaiiy in the classroom, although an important indicator of 

individual perceptions, may not be representative of the opinions of the majority of the 



student group. Assuming that the students responded to the evaluation questions honestiy 

and had not given responses they thought I wanted to hem, the evaluation results strongly 

indicated satisfaction with the modularized math program. For example, questionnaire 

responses indicated that only 6 % of the continuing students in the second group did not 

enjoy leaming via the modularized system. Al1 the rest of the students in the three student 

groups responded that they enjoyed iearning via the modularized system most or dl of 

the tirne. 

It was affrming to leam that a majority of the participating students found that the 

modularized system worked well for them as adults, and that they enjoyed the flexibility 

the modularized system offered them. Prior to the evaluation, I thought that stricter 

guidelines for test dates should be enforced. AAer reviewing the student responses, I now 

think the guidelines should remain flexible. 

1 also learned fiom the comrnents made by students in the first and second focus 

groups that oflen students do not understand why they have to lem some of the concepts 

in the courses and they do not know when these concepts will be used. Similarly, Nesbit 

(1 995) found that some students find math difficult because they do not find it relevant to 

their everyday Iives. Ho wever, the majority of partici pating students who had long-range 

goals requirllig considerable mathematical skills were more concerned about the ciarity 

of instructions in the modules and the oppomuiity for group reviews than they were about 

relevance. The goai-oriented students accepted the need to attah specific math IeveIs in 

order to reach their academic goals, and they were willing to leam whatever concepts 

were necessary for them to receive credit at the required math levels. 



Understandine the collwe svstem. Cornpleting a utilkation-focused rvaluation 

study at a community college taught me that an evaluator must recognize that each 

evaluation situation is different. The evaluation must be planned and designed to meet the 

needs of the stakeholders, but it must also fit into the system in which the program being 

evaiuated operates. In this case, the evaluation had to fit into the cornrnunity college 

sytem. nit solkge and ihe iipgrading department af hie collegz Ml had iiniqire cültüis 

and histories that 1 had to respect and accommodate. 

1 also learned how difficult it is to be totaily objective as an intemal evaluator 

when you are farniliar with the people and the history of the program you are evaluating. 

Although I tried to distance myself from the group and conduct myself as an extemal 

evaluator, 1 was much more aware of the feelings of the individual group members, the 

dynamics of the group, and the culture of the department than I would have been as an 

extemal evaluator. This awareness was not necessarily a negative factor, as knowing the 

group rnembers as individuais helped me to better understand the kinds of information 

they wanted and why they wanted it. However, because 1 did know the group members 

personally, 1 had to deliberate how to best present some of the MIG interview results to 

the group without causing conflicts or offending anyone. The statisticd data and the 

student coments  were much easier to present to the MIG because they were not as 

personal. SUnilarly, Patton ( 1997) notes: 

The advantage of qualitative portrayals of holistic senings and impacts is that 
attention cm be given to nuance, setting, interdependencies, complexities, 
idiosyncrasies, and context. In combination [with quantitative pomyals], the two 
approaches can be powerful and comprehensive; they can aiso be contradictory 
and divisive. (p. 286) 



Final1 y, I learned that the term evaluation holds different cornotations for the 

various individuals working at a college. and that an evaluator m u t  be sensitive to the 

perceptions and feelings of these individuals if the evaluation is going to proceed 

smoothly. Once the evaluation focused on finding ways to improve the program and to 

improve student success, the evaluation process becarne less personal and less threatening 

io Lhe math iab slafî. seing invoived in ihr evaiuahn procrss providrd the staffwith the 

oppominity to expand their perceptions of the program and to view the math program 

fiom the perspective of an evaluator. This is similar to Patton's (1997) conclusion that 

viewing the worid as an evaiuator may have a more significant impact on the participants 

in an evaluation than the evaluation results. The evduation process was a Ieaming 

experience for al1 of us who participated in the study. Optimistically, the positive effects 

of that experience will be felt in the math laboratory for many years to corne. 

Conclusions 

In this section, 1 provide a summary and conclusions about the utilization-focused 

evaluation study of a modularized math program. The purpose of the study was twofold: 

a) tu obtain information which would determine if the math program for ABE and 

academic upgrading students, which utilizes self-instructional modules, was meeting the 

needs of the students; and b) to examine the process of planning, developing, and 

implementing a utilization-focused evaluation at a community college. In addition to the 

main purposes of the study, I also wanted to leam more about the needs of the audents 

who take the math courses, and I wanted to incorporate adult education principles into 

my practice. 



Duing  the development of the study, 1 made four assurnptions: the iMIG membes 

want to do the best job they cm to help students succeed; the MIG memben want to 

receive information about the courses they teach provided that the infomiation is useful 

to them and may help them make course improvements; the MIG memben would want 

some level of involvement in the design and implementation of an evaluation of the 

moauiarizea ma& courses; ana rhe srucients wouia *be abie to proviae usehi informarion 

about their learning preferences, their Iikes and dislikes, and how the math courses could 

be improved. Each of these assumptions was confirmed by my study. The first three 

assurnptions were confirmed during the planning stage of the evaluation. The fourth 

assumption was confirmed by the student information collected during the evaluation 

process. 

ïhe  planning. design. and irnplementation of the evaluation was done using the 

assumptions of utilization-focused evaluation, a form of evaluation in which the focus is 

on the use of the results throughout the entire evaluation process. The evaluation was a 

formative one, and the results were used for prograrn improvement. 

The math instructional group ( M E ) ,  which was composed of five instnicton and 

two instructionai assistants, were the primary users of the evaluation results. As the 

primary stakeholders, they worked collaboratively with me to make decisions about what 

information wouid be useiüi to them, the kinds of questions to be asked, the design of the 

questions, the composition of the student focus groups, the analysis and summary of the 

data, and the resdtant recommendations. 

Students were also included as stakeholders in the study. Thirty-five stucients, 

divided into three student focus groups, participated in the evaluation. One group was 



composed of new students, who also participated in a follow-up session at the end of the 

semester. The remaining two groups were composed of continuing students who had 

successfully completed at least one modularized math course in the preceding semester. 

Al1 participating snidents completed questionnaires prior to the start of the group 

discussions. 

The focus on the use of the evaluation results facilitated the planning meetings 

and the other stages of the evaluation. The evaluation elicited students' perceptions about 

the modularized math pmgram, the materials used in the courses, the instructional staff, 

and the math laboratory setting. The students viewed the MIG staff and the math 

laboratory as two positive aspects of the modularized math program. Students indicated 

that they enjoyed using the modules to l em math because the flexibility of the 

modularized system enabled them to work on their own and meet their adult 

responsibilities. Some students requested additional time for discussims or short lectures 

to introduce or to review some of the more difficdt topics. The continuing students 

shared strategies for succeeding in the modularized math courses, including regular 

attendance, having a positive attitude about math. making a cornmimient to the course, 

being disciplined, managing time wisely, studying with other students, staying on 

schedde, and asking the stdYa lot of questions. 

The interviews with the MIG provided a history of how the math lab had evolved 

over the years, as well as  staff perceptions about how well the modularized system was 

presently working. Al1 math laboratory staff viewed themselves as student-centered, and 

they codd identify the characteristics of the students who were likely to be successful in 

the courses, as well a s  those who were likely to be at nsk in the courses. They expresseci 



their m i s e o n  that not al1 students complete n course, and they indicated that they 

wanted to do whatever they could to improve student success. 

The statistical information indicated that the success rate of students enrolled in 

the winter semester courses was consistently lower than that of students enrolled in fa11 

and spring semester courses. The average completion rate of al1 the modularized math 

courses over a 4-year penod was 66%, and some courses fell consistently beiow rhis rate. 

Now that the courses with the lowest success rates have been identifie& students in those 

courses and students who enter the math program in the winter sernester will be viewed 

as hi&-nsk students and will be monitored more closely. 

When the staff  analyzed the data and made recommendations, the early 

identification of students experiencing dificulty working with the modularized system 

was viewed as a priority. Two new interventions will be used in the math laboratory in 

the fmt 3 weeks of classes to identi& the students expenencing dificdty and to seek 

ways to help them adjust to individualized instruction and the modularized system. 

The modularized math program in this snidy is satisfactody meeting the needs of 

the majority of the students who take ABE and upgrading courses at the community 

college. The MIG members are now aware that the success rate of students in the courses 

may be improved by early intervention, the introduction of more social interaction 

through srnall group work, and the ongoing consideration and implementation of other 

student suggestions. The snidy indicates that there are a nurnber of benefits of 

modularized instruction versus classmm instruction, and that this type of instruction can 

be used successfùily for the mathematics education of students in ABE and academic 

upgrading programs. 



Recommendations for Adult Educators 

Based oii the outcome of this study on the utilization-focused evaluation of an 

ABWacademic upgrading modularized math program at a community college, 1 offer five 

recommendations for other adult educators. 

1. 1 recommend that utilization-focused evaluations be used whenever possible 

for the evaluation of ongoing, well-established programs at community colleges. The 

ongoing involvement in the design and implementation of the evaiuation process 

provides staff with an opportunity for learning and professional development. A 

utilization-focused evaluation, for the development or improvement of a program, will 

produce more positive outcornes than will an evaiuation that is imposed on a group with 

no ciear indication of how the cesults will be used. 

2. I recommend that formative evaluations involve the key stakeholdea f'om the 

start to the finish of the evaluation process so that the results are useful and the 

stakeholdea have a vested interest in putting the results to use. Additionally, regular 

formative evaluations, focusing on the use of the evaluation results, can ensure that a 

program or course stays up-to-date, and can provide information to justie funding needs. 

3. If forma1 evaluations cannot be conducted periodically, then brief, formative 

evaluations should be conducted regularly. Gathering student perceptions on a regular 

basis can provide feedback and ideas for the staff to reflect on, and can facilitate program 

planning. Formal evaluations may require more time and resources than a community 

coltege has available. 



4. 1 ocornmend including the views of as many students as possible. Although 

even a small sarnple provides usehl information, surveying al1 students in a program or 

course provides the most valid results and the clearest pictute of student opinions, 

concems. and needs. 

5 .  1 recommend that tune be spent during the planning stage of the evaluation to 

n m w  the scope of information sought by the primary users. Narrowing the scope, and 

reducing the nurnber of questions asked of the students. would allow more time for in- 

depth exploration of the major issues and for the identification of solutions for those 

issues. 

ln the future, 1 plan to use what 1 have learned from this study in my practice as 

an adult educator, and to benefit my students, rny deparûnent, and the college. 1 hope to 

continue to improve my evaluation skills and help the upgrading department implement 

regular formative, utilization-focused evaluations of department courses. I also plan to 

continue to investigate the learning preferences and leaming styles of my students and 

will experiment with new strategies that may improve snident success in a modularized 

prograrn of mathematics education. 
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Appendix A 

Continuiw Student Ouestionnaire, Januarv, 2000 

1. Learnine Stvle Questions 

1. Do you enjoy reading? 

I don't like to read - 1 hate to read, but I do read some 

I read occasionally 1 love to read 

2. How do you prefer to learn? Please choose the 2 favorite ways you like to leam. 
Number your most favorite way with the number "1," and your second favorite with 
the number '2." 

By reading By doing 

By watching By thinking about 
something for a while 

By listening By talking to others 

1 can't pick a favorite way. 1 prefer a combination of ways (Please list 

them here) 

3. Do you like to work on your own? Yes No- 

4. Do you need a quiet sethg in order to do your work? Yes No- 

5. M a t  is your long-term goal? 

- 

6. How will you use what you leamed fiom the math course you completed 1st 

semester? 



11. Course information Questions 

1. Had p u  expected the course you completed 1s t  semester to be: 

Easier It was the way I expected it to be Harder 

2. Overall, what is your feeling about the course you just completed? 

1 reaily enjoyed it It was OK I hated it 

- - * - 
3. Did you read and snidy your course ouuine? Y es Xo v ery iinie 

4. Did you know that you could ask an assistant or another instructor in the math lab for 

help if your instnictor was busy? Yes No- 

. Were you comfortable leaving your work area to go to an instmctor's desk for help? 

Yes No- 

6. Were you comfortable asking the instmctors and assistants for help? 

7. Did you think the math lab was adequately staffed? 

Yes, there is always help available when i need it 
Staffhg is OK. Sometimes you have to wait a few minutes 

for help 
There is not enough staff and 1 always have to wait a long - 

time to get help 

8. Did you know you could ask for extra help at a time other than your scheduled class 
time? 

Yes NO- 

9. Did you spend extra time in the math lab, other than your scheduled time? 
Yes No- 

10. If yon used the computers to learn math, did you find pnrcticing math on the 

computer helpful? Yes No- 1 never w d  the computer 

1 1. If p u  used the PLATO system, did you enjoy learning math in this way? 
Yes - No- 1 never ued PLAT0 



III. Ouestiozs Regnrdin~ the Modufes 

1 .  Were the modules written in easy-to-understand language? 

Yes Sometimes No- 

Please give examples of specific modules (with course number & topic) which 
were not written in easy-to understand language. 

2. Were the modules easy to foilow? Yes Sometimes No- 

Please give exarnples of specific modules (with course number & topics) which 
were not easy to follow. 

3. Were you able to l e m  primarily fiom reading the instructions and examples, 
completing the practice exercises. and correcthg your own work? 

Yes Most of the time No- 

4. Did y u  enjoy this way of leaming? Yes No - 

5. Were the exercises in the modules similar to the exarnples? 

6. Did you write your exarns on the recommended test dates? 

Always on time, or eariy 

Sometirnes on the recommended dates 

Never on the recommended dates. 1 was always late. 

IV. COMMENTS-PIease write your comments on the back of this sheet-Thank vou. 



Appendu B 

Continuinp Student Focus Grour, Questions 

1. Course information Questions 

Was there anything about the way the course was taught that surprised you? 

What kinàs of skills were expected of you in order to successfülly complete 
the course? 

Did you receive enough help in the course? 

What made you decide it was t h e  to seek help from an instructor or an 
assistant? 

What kinds of information did you need? 

What did you do if you didn't undentand the explanation an instnictor or 
assistant gave you? 

What did you like about the coune? 

How could the course be changed to make it better? 

II. Ouestions Reeardine Modules 

1. What did you like about learning math by using the modules? 

2. What did you dislike about leaming math by using the modules? 

3. Did you find that the exercises were similar to the examples? 

4. Did you fmd that there were major surprises on the tests that were not 
addressed in the modules? 

III. StratePies for Success Ouestions 

1. What strategies did you use to make sure you were successful in the course? 

2. What would you tell new students to do in order to pass the course? 

3. What would you tell new students to do to get a grade of 7 or higher in the 
course? 



Appendix C 

Ouestions for New Student Fiictid Grutlp. J'linuary ami ~Maxh, 2000 

(Questions in italics will be used in the follow-up session at the end of March) 

Course Information Ouestions 

1s there anything about the way the course is taught that surprised you? (Was the 
c3une what you expected it to be? In what ways?) 
'W'hat do you think is expcsted of you to sucçessfdly çomplrte the course'? 
What do you like about the course so Far? 
Do you prefer to work with one imtructor or assistant, or are you comfortable going 
to different individuais for hek'p? 
What do you do ifyou don 't understand the explanation an instructor or assistant 
gives you? 
Whar have you Iiked about the course you are taking? 
How could the course be changed to make it better? 
Do you think the math lub is adequately staffed? 

Yes, there is aiways help available when I need it 
Stufing is OK Sometirnes you have to wait a few minutes for help 
niere is not enough staff and I always have to wait a long tirne to get help 

Are you comfortable having your instructor approach you at your work are0 ? 
1 O. ifyou are not cornfortuble, how wouldyou prefer to get together to discuss 

p u r  progress w ith yo ur imtmctor? 

Ouestions Rwardine the Modules 

What do you like about leaming math by using modules? 
What do you dislike about leamhg math by using modules? 
Did you find the modules easy to follow? 
Are the exercises in the modules similar to the examples? 

Most of the time Seldom Always 
Are there enough exercises to practice each new concept before going on to the next 
topic? 

There are not enough exercises ' 
The amount of exercises is just nght 
There are too many exercises 

Are the exercises simifar to the examples? 
Are there major surprises on the tests that were not addressed in the modules? Whot 
were rhey? 
Would you prefer to pay for each module (approximuteely 35-$8 per module) so that 
you can keep them as references, or are you happy renting thern for $25 per course? 



Questions for lnstructors and Instructional Assistants 
in the Math Instructional Group 

How long have you worked in the math lab? 

What changes have you seen in the operation of the math lab compared to when you 
fint began working in the math iab (Smng, ratio or instructionai siaff to students, 
arrangement of classroom, ski11 level of students served, success rate of students, 
materiais useci, etc) 

In your opinion, what works well in the math lab now? 

What changes could be made in the math lab that could improve the chance of student 
success? 

Please give some examples of students for whom the modularited math program 
worked well. How did it work well for them? 

Please give some examples of students for whom the modularized math program did 
not work well. (How are you defining "did not work well?") 

How well do you think the ne& of the students are king met by the current system? 

- Poorly - Very well 

,QDD ITIONAL COMMENTS: 




